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In 2007, when I completed the manuscript of my
book Branding Faith, the world was a different
place. Before the advent of the twenty-first cen-
tury, that kind of statement was only made re-
garding generational change, and even that was
rare. Prior to 1900, measuring global change
happened in 1- to 500-year increments. But in
the five years between Branding Faith’s first ap-
pearance on the bookshelves and the date of this
printing, the world indeed has become a dramat-
ically different place.

The Social Media Explosion
First, in 2007, social media had not yet taken the
world by storm. There were many early social
media applications, but most people entered the
social media swimming pool through MySpace,
then went into the deep end with Facebook.
Founded officially in 2004 as “The Facebook”
(thefacebook.com), it lingered largely as a tool
for finding friends in college—perhaps more ac-
curately, for finding girls in college. It began at
Harvard and moved out from there. At the time,
I remember my 20-something assistant scram-
bling to see if her college email address was still
active so she could join, since it only allowed col-
lege students to be members.

Unique-TX.qxp_Layout 1  10/8/12  9:27 AM  Page 13

Phil Cooke, Unique
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2012. Used by permission.



1 4 @ P h i l C o o k e

The rest, as they say, is history. By December 2011, Facebook’s
own statistics reveal it had more than 600 million members, by
population making it the third largest country in the world, just
behind China and India.

Twitter began in 2006, and after a year or so began to experi-
ence similar explosive growth. As of 2011, it had expanded to 300
million members; and by the time you read this, it will have grown
to considerably more.

In both cases (and other social media like LinkedIn, Google+,
Pinterest, Tagged, and many others), what began as a novelty has
become a powerful global tool for influence and connectivity.
Twitter was a key player in the 2011 Egyptian revolution, the 2010–
2011 Tunisian protests, the 2009 Iranian election protests, and
city unrest throughout Eastern Europe. It’s been used by presi-
dents and politicians, as well as rock stars and celebrities. It was
enormously helpful in getting the word out about the Haiti earth-
quake, the tsunami in Japan and other crisis hot zones.

So, my first desire in writing this book was to pick up where
Branding Faith left off and address social media and how it impacts
your brand. In 2007, social media wasn’t even on the radar for
many organizations in America; but today, major companies and
nonprofits wouldn’t consider a communications strategy without
including it.

The Branding Faith Revolution
Second, when Branding Faithwas originally published, the vast ma-
jority of leaders in the church, ministry and nonprofit world still
thought a “brand” was something burned into a cow’s hide. Cer-
tainly they understood the power of a compelling brand in terms
of secular companies and businesses. But to bring that thinking
into the religious world was almost sacrilege.

It just wasn’t done.
So the book encountered a wall of opposition from some sec-

tors of the church. After all, it was the first book to actually deal
with the religious implications on a major level, so it took some

Unique

Unique-TX.qxp_Layout 1  10/8/12  9:27 AM  Page 14

Phil Cooke, Unique
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2012. Used by permission.



@ P h i l C o o k e        1 5

Preface

time to change people’s thinking. But gradually the light started
switching on and momentum picked up. One major ministry
leader ordered 77 copies of the book—one for each board member
and department head in the organization. Others bought multiple
copies for the leadership team or pastoral staff. Many major de-
moninations and church networks asked me to speak or asked for
advice on how to shape their own perceptions and brand.

In fact, since the publication date, numerous “branding agen-
cies” have popped up across the country specifically to help
churches, ministries and nonprofit organzations define their own
brand strategy. Some have done very well, but others are giving
some bad advice, and I want to address some of that branding
“heresy” floating around.

What About Your Personal Brand?
Finally, I updated my original book to address the importance of
how a compelling brand impacts a person. Before the publication
of Branding Faith, I had spent my career helping major religious and
nonprofit organizations engage the culture more effectively. Our
team’s work was about helping large churches, ministries and non-
profits define their story and share it with the world. But after
releasing the book, I realized just how much these branding prin-
ciples can define your individual story as well.

I started receiving emails from writers, filmmakers, entrepre-
neurs, artists, pastors and others about how they were using the
book to define how they connect with audiences, investors, stu-
dios and donors to get their ideas heard. So I’ve changed my ap-
proach just enough to show you how to apply these overarching
principles that have changed organizations to changing your ca-
reer. Whether you’re a pastor or ministry leader, business leader,
filmmaker, writer, artist, muscian or anyone else with an idea or
message to share, these important principles will make just as
much impact helping you cut through today’s distracted culture
and get on the radar.
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Much of the original book is still here, and it’s good to rethink
those ideas. But even if you have read the original Branding Faith, I
would encourage you to take this new and improved journey once
again. It will open your eyes to new possibilities and help you un-
derstand how today’s social media platforms will make a differ-
ence in sharing your message with the world.

1 6 @ P h i l C o o k e
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My wife, Kathleen, and I were enjoying a relax-
ing weekend retreat with some friends in the en-
tertainment industry when someone asked an
intriguing question: Why do so many Christians
do such a terrible job of presenting their message
to the world?

As a producer and director in the industry,
who also works as a consultant and writer on is-
sues of media and faith, I encounter that ques-
tion on a fairly frequent basis. In a country where
pastors used to be high on the credibility scale,
today it seems as if they’ve fallen nearly to the
level of con artists. If you’ve read David Kinna-
man and Gabe Lyon’s fascinating book, unChris-
tian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About
Christianity . . . and Why It Matters, which features
extensive research about what the greater culture
thinks about Christians, then you will know
what I mean.

Men of Issachar, who understood the
times and knew what Israel should do.

1 Chronicles 12:32

O ye hypocrites, ye can discern the 
face of the sky; but can ye not discern

the signs of the times?
Matthew 16:3, KJV
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This generation has grown up watching endless fights about
religion and politics, culture bashing and a host of other ideolog-
ical battles; and most are, frankly, tired of the brawl. Across the
spectrum, organized religious faith has taken a beating in the pub-
lic square. As a result, how unbelievers perceive the Christian com-
munity could use a little help.

I answered my friend’s question by sharing a passionate belief
that in a media-driven culture, we need to do a better job of telling
our story. In essence, we need to understand the power of brand-
ing and identity, and seriously reconsider how we express our faith
to a skeptical and unbelieving world.

One member of the group that weekend, a brilliant writer and
producer of big-budget comedy movies, who is also a very serious
believer, began to turn pale. He turned to me (almost in disgust)
and said, “I don’t think you could have said anything that would
have hurt me more. The idea that we should reduce Christianity to
a ‘brand’ is completely offensive.”

A similar event happened a few weeks later, when an online
blogger found an advertisement for a lecture I was giving on brand-
ing Christian organizations. He posted the ad on his website and
proceeded to rip apart the concept that someone could “brand the
Christian faith.” He thought it was cheap and sleazy to even con-
sider such an insulting idea.

After those two events, both of which were driven by well-
meaning people, I realized I had a branding problem of my own.

In today’s world, the concept of branding carries a lot of neg-
ative baggage. As I’ll point out later in this book, many people as-
sociate branding with much of the criticism and condemnation
they hear about the “evils” of corporate America. From environ-
mental destruction, rampant consumerism, globalism, destruc-
tion of local cultures, rising personal debt and more, the word
“branding” has become an ugly catchall term that covers just
about anything distasteful or extreme about big business.

The Wall Street crisis of 2008 didn’t help. Suddenly, anything
that smacked of capitalism didn’t seem appropriate for the

1 8 @ P h i l C o o k e
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Prologue

church. But the truth is, branding isn’t about crass commercial-
ism, manipulation, corporate abuses or bad advertising. The
AIGA Center for Brand Experience calls it simply, “A person’s per-
ception of a product, service, experience, or organization.” I pre-
fer to call it “the story that surrounds a product, service, person
or organization.” In other words:

What do people think of when they think of you, 
your product or your organization?

As I’ll explain in much greater detail later in the book, the is-
sue is ultimately about perception—how your customer, audience,
donor, supporter or even church member perceives his or her
experience with your organization. For much of this book, we’ll
focus on how people perceive their encounters with a local church;
a ministry; a religious media program; a nonprofit and humani-
tarian organization, college or university; or any other religious
or nonprofit outreach, including the products and experiences
they create.

But we won’t stop there. After all, Oprah, LA Laker Kobe
Bryant, Joel Osteen, the host of NBC News, the Pope, your pastor,
your doctor and the Super Bowl MVP all have a brand, and you
have a brand. What do people think of when they think of you isn’t just
about organizations; it’s about people as well.

You may want to pitch a book idea, a film treatment, a new
business, a website, a sermon series, song or something else. But
whatever it is, if that executive, donor, investor, customer or au-
dience doesn’t have an immediate, positive impression of you,
you can kiss your dream goodbye.

To attempt to “re-brand” the Christian faith itself would be
absurd. As James Twitchell states in his book Branded Nation,
God is a belief, not a brand.1 The Christian faith in particular has
done very well on its own for the last 2,000-plus years. It has lit-
erally transformed the West and created orphanages, hospitals,
universities and countless humanitarian outreaches. Biblical

@ P h i l C o o k e        1 9
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references fill the pages of our greatest books. Music, art and lit-
erature would be poor indeed without its remarkable influence.
Argue all you want about the belief itself, but there’s no question
that Christianity has been a powerful force that has changed the
world for the better.

However, at this particular moment in history, I propose that
we need to dramatically change the way we publicly express that
belief. A critical key to accomplishing that goal is understanding
how we are perceived—or branded.

Throughout the history of the Church, leaders and communi-
cators of the faith have struggled against the various cultures in
which they have found themselves. During the dangerous days of
the Early Church, the apostles lived and worked against the back-
drop of the Roman occupation of the Middle East. Others since
then have struggled against cultures of discrimination, hostility
and outright violence; and even today, many Christians in differ-
ent countries continue to express their faith under the looming
threat of arrest and execution.

During some centuries, the Christian faith was virtually a civil
religion. We now look back at what we call Christendom—when
Christianity was as much a social and political force as a religious
issue. By contrast, my father was a pastor during the 1950s and
’60s when the debate wasn’t about the influence of God but about
the “death” of God. In every case, just as Paul did in the New Tes-

2 0 @ P h i l C o o k e

If you’re a follower of Jesus, your 
vocation is your story. That’s your
business and calling. Jesus-followers

are in the story business.

Leonard Sweet
Writer and Social Critic
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Prologue

tament, as recorded in Acts 17, anyone who attempted to present
the Christian message in a relevant way knew they had to recog-
nize and understand the cultural framework of the time in order
to be an effective communicator.

Media Is Culture
Today, the Church in the West struggles under a different frame-
work: the power of global media. As I’ll show later in this book, the
media’s influence in our lives is pervasive. Education, business, re-
ligion, leisure and even family life are all measured against that
influence. And when it comes to media, we live in the most hyper-
competitive, distracted and disrupted culture in history.

The answer to “Who’s influencing the Church today?” is the
same as “Who’s influencing the culture?”

It’s the media.
That’s why our challenge today is how to express our faith in

a media-dominated world. How do we tell our story alongside the
maddening swirl of TV, radio, computer, mobile, Internet, social
media and other technologies competing for our attention?
Throughout the book, I’ll call these things “clutter.”

How do we get our message heard through the massive and
growing amount of media static out there?

Stay tuned.

@ P h i l C o o k e        2 1
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My team gets hired when a church, ministry or
nonprofit organization has lost its voice.

Perhaps you’ve experienced a similar situa-
tion: In spite of doing great works in the com-
munity, like building homeless shelters, drug
treatment centers or food banks, your organiza-
tion still lives hand to mouth. Or, as a pastor or
religious leader who has had a genuine calling,
you have built a great team, invested your life in
the vision with powerful preaching, teaching or
ministry, but the spark never happens; growth
never takes off or it just suddenly stops.

After years or decades of work, nobody seems
to care. No one seems to be listening, even
though your book idea, movie, or dream project
has such enormous possibilities. You really be-
lieve that if they will just listen, it can change their
lives. But for whatever reason, you’ve lost yourL
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What does religion look like from a
marketing point of view? Mind you,
I’m not talking about God. That’s a 
belief, not a brand. A brand is a story
that travels with a product or service or,
in this case, a concept. In the beginning
of Christianity was the Word, and, as
I’m sure you’ve already guessed, the

Word was the Brand.

James B. Twitchell
Branded Nation1
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impact and lost your voice to the very people with whom you’re
trying to communicate.

I see it happen all too often: Media ministries that just can’t
seem to grow beyond a local broadcast; churches that hit a ceiling
on adding members; humanitarian outreaches that can’t seem to
break through a certain level of fund-raising. In most cases, they
are led by qualified, sincere men and women, and almost all have
a strong vision for excellence. They spend money on capital cam-
paigns; media equipment; church-growth consultants; marketing,
TV or radio time; advertising and social media campaigns, and
more, but they just seem trapped and unable to grow beyond a cer-
tain point.

They’re just not getting their message across.

A number of years ago, I was invited to the monthly creative
and marketing meeting for one of the largest Christian media
ministries in the world. The media-buying company had actually
asked me to come because, for some time, they had noticed that
the television viewers—although historically a large audience—
had stopped growing. Once they began investigating, they discov-
ered it was pretty much the same story throughout the entire
ministry. Income had hit a plateau, product sales were flat, TV re-
sponse was slowing and financial partnership with donors was
almost nonexistent.

When I was introduced to the ministry leader—a prominent
religious leader—his first response was, “Well, I don’t know why
you’re here. There’s nothing wrong with this organization.”

The media buyer tried to explain that because of my work with
a number of the largest nonprofit organizations in the country, I
might offer them some advice on how to break through the ceil-
ing that was holding them back.

His response was blunt. “I watch lots of religious television,
and our program is as good as anything I see out there. I don’t
know how you could possibly help us.”

2 4 @ P h i l C o o k e
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The room got a bit icy, and it felt like the temperature was drop-
ping quickly.

I stood up and walked around the room. In a respectful tone, I
replied, “I think you’re absolutely correct. Your program is well pro-
duced and your ministry has always been very popular. But the truth
is, you’ve suddenly hit a wall that no one seems to be able to explain.”
(His program did have some issues, but nothing insurmountable.)

I continued, “Before I came to this meeting, I spent time studying
the different expressions of the ministry, and the first thing I noticed
was that everything you do looks different from everything else.”

I pulled out pictures from the ministry website, the title card
from the opening of the television program, the website design,
some recent DVD product sets, a print ad, a brochure and his latest
book. I pointed out that they all looked like they came from five or
six different organizations. There was no common look or theme
to anything—they all appeared to be designed by six different artists.
Essentially, they were telling six different (and sometimes conflict-
ing) stories about the ministry.

The Power of Unifying the Story
When you look at the advertising from a major brand like Nike,
Starbucks or Apple Computer, everything they do—from bus stop
ads to television to magazines—has a common look and style.
From a hundred yards away you can recognize a McDonald’s restau-
rant. It doesn’t matter if you’re in Beijing, Mumbai, Cleveland or
Moscow. Its recognizibility is one of its great strengths. These
companies all carry the theme of the business across all media,
which in turn strengthens the power of the company in the minds
of the consumer.

I got his attention.
“So how do we fix that?” he asked.
“Tell me who you are,” I replied.
“We’re a teaching ministry that’s called to preach and teach the

message of Jesus Christ.”
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I urged him to be more specific, saying, “That’s no different
from a million other churches and ministries out there.”

“Okay, we’re called to television.”
“Still no good.” I decided to push him a bit. “The question isn’t,

What do you do? or, How do you do it? The real question here is,
Who are you?” He stopped for a second, and I said: 

“Let me put it this way: What do people 
think of when they think of you?”

He had no answer. He’d never thought of it before.
Look around the religious media landscape in this country.

The National Religious Broadcasters—the professional association
for religious media ministries—boasts more than 1,400 member
organizations. But that’s a drop in the bucket compared to the
hundreds of thousands of churches and ministries across the
country and around the globe.

It’s no different in the nonprofit world. Museums, homeless
shelters, after-school programs, universities and more are all
driven by the ability to raise funding. But how do you stand out in
your community?

The problem is not just about particularly large organizations.
In fact, it’s often especially critical in local neighborhood churches
or small nonprofits.

And sometimes, it’s just about you and your personal dream.
In a world of wide-ranging choices, people need categories. In

an age of skepticism and media diversification, they need to easily
understand who you are and how to relate to your idea or dream.
Otherwise, you’ll be lost in the sea of alternatives.

The Competition Is Greater than Ever
Want to publish a book? In 2011, 300,000 books were published
by traditional publishers, and that doesn’t count the additional 3
million that were self-published.

2 6 @ P h i l C o o k e
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How about producing a feature film? During the same period,
1,000 movies were released in the United States.

Maybe you could start with a YouTube video? According to
their own statistics, 60 hours of video are uploaded to YouTube
every minute.

Television isn’t any better. The average cable TV system in
America now has 160 channels, with some satelite systems boast-
ing as many as 500 channels.

What about a great business idea? The U.S. government’s own
statistics reveal that in spite of today’s tough economy, 500,000
businesses were opened in 2011, all competing for the same in-
vestor money.

Okay, so how about a nonprofit? In 2011 alone, 1.6 million
nonprofits were registered with the IRS.

Whatever good this abundance brings to the world, it also
brings confusion and clutter for people who are trying to make
sense of it all. The ministry leader I was meeting with began to un-
derstand. “So how do audiences relate to people and ministries
they see out there right now?” he asked.

I encouraged him to consider radio and TV ministries during
the last 20 years or so. The most successful ministries may teach on
a wide variety of issues, but in most cases, they each have an over-
arching theme to their life and ministry. Until he retired from pas-
toral ministry a few years ago, my own pastor was Jack Hayford at
The Church On The Way, in Van Nuys, California. As a pastor, Jack
was a brilliant teacher and spent decades preaching and teaching
on an incredibly wide range of subjects in response to God’s call-
ing and the needs of the congregation. But in spite of that range
and depth, I believe that Jack was and is motivated and driven by
worship. He is endlessly fascinated with the subject, both as a pas-
tor and as a musician. As a result, he has taught today’s Church
volumes on the issue. Many would say he’s the single greatest voice
in the Christian community on the importance of godly worship
in the church today.

Bottom line, if you cut Jack, he bleeds worship.

@ P h i l C o o k e        2 7
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I rattled off a list of other names from the world of media min-
istry, both past and present. Whether you agree with their theology
or not, here’s who they are in most people’s minds:

• Billy Graham is the salvation guy.
• Kenneth Copeland is the faith guy.
• Rick Warren is the purpose guy.
• John Maxwell is the leadership guy.
• Rod Parsley is the Pentecostal guy.
• James Dobson is the family guy.
• Joel Osteen is the inspirational guy.
• Dave Ramsey is the financial guy.
• Joyce Meyer is about enjoying everyday life.

Granted, you may consider this a crude way to look at it, but for
millions of people, that’s exactly how they view these ministry per-
sonalities. In a world of choices, defining these ministries gives the
audience an easy handle and allows them to have a quick under-
standing of who a particular pastor or ministry leader is and where
his or her focus lies. Why is this necessary? Think of your brain as
acting like a filter to help you sort through the growing flood of in-
formation that surrounds you every day.

Branding consultant Marty Neumeier calls today’s culture 
information-rich and time-poor. In this environment, we need easy ways
to help us get to the real information we need to make decisions
about life.

To the viewer, supporter or church member, it’s ultimately about
a person, church or organization’s identity—helping people under-
stand who they are and what they mean to a person’s life.

It’s about the story that surrounds who you are—
a story that creates focus for your ministry.

In short, it’s about your brand.
I ask you the same thing I asked that ministry leader in our cre-

ative meeting: What do people think of when they think of you?

2 8 @ P h i l C o o k e

Unique-TX.qxp_Layout 1  10/8/12  9:27 AM  Page 28

Phil Cooke, Unique
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2012. Used by permission.



Introduction

A successful church, ministry or nonprofit organization hap-
pens at the intersection of a number of issues, not the least of which
is calling, vision, ability, commitment, resources, exposure, location
and education. There’s no question that a pastor who can’t preach
will face obstacles; an evangelist with no calling will eventually col-
lapse; and the leader of any nonprofit organization with no vision
will never get very far.

This book, however, is about what happens when all those
things fall into place and the spark still doesn’t happen: when a
church with all the right ingredients still struggles; when a gifted
pastor never reaches a larger audience; when a wonderful ministry
can’t seem to break through a particular barrier; or when your great
idea just isn’t getting through to the right people.

It could also happen to a church or ministry of any size that
has been successful in the past, but like the pastor in my creative
meeting, suddenly and with no explanation, the ministry stops get-
ting results.

When that happens, it’s not about what you do; 
it’s about how you’re perceived.

In a media-driven culture, when even the best idea doesn’t have a
clear and compelling story surrounding it, no amount of qualifica-
tions, resources, advertising or leadership can overcome the deficit.
And it doesn’t even matter if the organization or person has experi-
enced great success in the past. As James Twitchell, in his book Branded
Nation, reminds us, “Observe the current state of the once-dominant
Episcopal Church. Episcopalians committed an unforgivable market-
ing sin: they forgot their brand because they lost their story.”2

Ideas Are Powerful, and Stories Are Ideas in Action
I hosted a 10-year anniversary event for a European nonprofit satel-
lite TV network. The formal event was held in the Ronald Reagan
Presidential Library in Simi Valley, California. Before the dinner, we
were taken on a tour of the presidential museum, of Ronald and
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Nancy’s private quarters and even were given a tour of Air Force
One, majestically enshrined in its own wing of the museum.

As we walked through the exhibits—particularly the areas
chronicling President Reagan’s role in the fall of the Soviet Union—
I was captivated by a powerful inscription on the wall of the exhibit.
It was a quote from Soviet leader Joseph Stalin:

Ideas are more powerful than guns. We would not let our 
enemies have guns, why should we let them have ideas?

The quotation stands in clear testimony to the power of ideas and
just how desperately the Soviet Union attempted to control those
ideas. Today, that scenario is being played out as the government
of Iran desperately studies how China has grown their economy
while still controlling the political ideas of its population. In fact,
in 2012, the Chinese Communist Party reaffirmed their ban on re-
ligion for all members. They want the booming economy that in-
novation brings while, at the same time, controlling the ideas that
make innovation happen.

3 0 @ P h i l C o o k e

I did everything they told me in semi-
nary. I was a good preacher, had a com-
mitted ministry team, hired the right
church-growth experts and fund-
raisers; I prayed until my carpet wore
through and still never went beyond a
local ministry. Was that God’s plan for
me? Possibly; but I couldn’t help but
wonder how the new media world has
impacted our outreach, and if I was

missing that connection.

Pastor in the Midwest
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Just like the former Soviet Union, and now China, the leader-
ship of Iran understands the explosive power of ideas.

This book isn’t about public relations; it’s about ideas. It’s
about using the power of storytelling to create a life-changing im-
pression of you and your organization in the minds of your view-
ers, church members, partners, visitors and supporters. It’s not
about manipulation, but about helping people clearly understand
who you are and how you can impact their lives.

The media today is a digital cacophony of voices and images.
To stand out in that ocean of choices takes more than excellent ser-
mons, quality resources, professional programs and good intentions.

Connecting with a Culture that 
Changes at Light Speed

Shortly after the invasion of Afghanistan, I watched a national tel-
evision news program broadcast a “discussion” (read: debate)
about America’s decision to invade that country in pursuit of ter-
rorism. The discussion focused on religious leaders from various
backgrounds, and it had the usual cast of characters:

• A successful New Age religious writer
• A liberal bishop from a major denomination
• A popular teacher of Eastern religion
• A well-known conservative pastor and radio preacher

As I listened to the interview, I first paid attention to the in-
tegrity of their arguments. The first three offered glib sound-bite
responses to the questions. These particular men were intellectu-
ally shallow, and it didn’t take long to see that they didn’t have
any real answers. Apparently, they had been chosen because of
their media popularity rather than their academic or political in-
sight. But when it came to their attitude and demeanor, I noticed
they were warm and friendly. They looked the interviewer directly
in the eye and were engaging and conversational.
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The conservative pastor and radio preacher was actually far
more eloquent and solid in his answers. He had a strong biblical
response and was intellectually deep, and his words made real
sense. On the other hand, he was cold and unfriendly—almost ar-
rogant. He refused to engage the others and instead appeared
aloof and condescending.

At the end, I realized that although the conservative pastor
had presented far better and more authoritative answers, in the
eye of the viewers he had lost the debate. I felt so frustrated at the
disconnect between his abilities and people’s perception of him
that I wrote him a letter. To my surprise, he wrote back.

His answer was essentially: “I don’t care. God didn’t call me
to be liked. After all, they liked Jesus, and they crucified Him.
I’m called to speak the truth, and frankly, I don’t care what peo-
ple think.”

An earlier generation might have interpreted that response as
bold and uncompromising. But I interpret it as being ignorant of
the times in which we live.

That pastor clearly didn’t have a clue about how to commu-
nicate in a media-driven culture. I would never question his an-
swers in the discussion or even the intent of his heart, but I would
argue with how his supercilious and arrogant attitude turned
away many who might have been impacted by his remarks. Peo-
ple establish a gut-level connection with a person based on their
own values and perceptions long before they buy into the per-
son’s message.

When you persuade, speak of interest,
not of reason.

Benjamin Franklin
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Admit it—when you meet a person for the first time, you’ve sized
him (or her) up long before he opens his mouth. You perceive
through the person’s attitude, clothes, weight, the watch on his arm
or the car he drives. Sure, it may not be right, but we naturally do it
all the time.

That’s what political consultants and writers Douglas B. Sos-
nick, Matthew J. Dowd and Ron Fournier discovered in the book Ap-
plebee’s America: How Successful Political, Business, and Religious Leaders
Connect with the New American Culture:

Values are what Americans want to see in a candidate, corpo-
ration, or church before they’re even willing to consider their
policies and products. The choices people make about poli-
tics, consumer goods, and even religion are driven by emo-
tions, rather than intellect.3

That’s not a criticism of intellectual pursuit; and I wish more
churches in America taught deeper doctrinal principles. But when a
consumer makes the initial connection, it’s not about content; it’s
about the brand. The values, story and sense of authenticity that sur-
round a political candidate, business person, filmmaker or religious
leader are far more important in that first moment.

There was a time when “packaging” had little impact on min-
istry, but not today. For a visually oriented, media-savvy generation,
it’s about more than just the message; it’s also about the medium.
And it’s about the brand.

A Media-driven Culture Changes the Equation for Ministry
The apostle Paul lived out his ministry in the context of Roman
domination; William Wilberforce campaigned in Parliament under
the shadow of the British slave trade; Dietrich Bonhoeffer struggled
under Nazi occupation. Today, we live in a media-dominated cul-
ture and must operate our churches, ministries or nonprofit organ-
izations in that technological context.
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In a previous age, all a preacher needed to be successful was a
good Bible, a calling from God and strong lungs. But in today’s
digital culture, where a typical American deals with as many as
5,000 media messages a day, how does the voice of your church,
ministry, nonprofit organization or idea rise above the racket?

3 4 @ P h i l C o o k e
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I once heard it said that if an alien from another
planet were to examine the United States and
write an evaluation of our religious habits, he
would probably conclude that Oprah is Amer-
ica’s pastor; the vestments of the twenty-first-
century church are manufactured by Nike; the
Communion table is poured by a barista from
Starbucks; and in the children’s department, a
clown from McDonald’s is certainly more widely
recognized than Jesus of Nazareth. Today, peo-
ple confess their sins on daytime television,
purge their guilt by donating to TV evangelists,
and seek redemption through the story arc in an
action movie.

This information isn’t anything new. At a
typical religious conference today, people will de-
bate the collapse of moral values; discuss the im-
pact of living in an entertainment culture; or
argue whether or not we should protest, boycott
or engage.

Many blame growing polarization in politics
on the widening gap between the church and
state; others point to the growing permissivenessL
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Entertainment—not autos, 
not steel, not financial services—
is fast becoming the driving wheel 
of the new world economy.

Michael J. Wolf
The Entertainment Economy1
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of society; and still others fault explicit sex and violence in the me-
dia. No matter how you look at it, culture today is far more coarse,
ragged and uncertain than it was a generation ago.

As people have done since the beginning of time, when society
feels uncertain, they look for spiritual answers. Religious belief
comforts us during times of difficulty. It provides a moral bear-
ing and imparts meaning and purpose that materialism simply
can’t provide.

During the last few years, there has been a trend in advertising
and marketing to explore the connections between religion and
branding. As advertisers search for more and more effective ways
to connect products with consumers, they’ve stumbled upon the
power of “meaning.” If you can link a product to a consumer’s per-
sonal identity, the connection becomes far stronger and the rela-
tionship sticks for a much longer period of time.

That’s no surprise to the Church, which has known its impact
for thousands of years. The Bible itself says, “Train up a child in
the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from
it” (Prov. 22:6, NKJV). As a preacher’s kid growing up in the South,
I heard my father preach that if you could get young people into
church as children, the chances were far higher that they would
continue that relationship for the rest of their lives.

Today, mobile phone companies, fashion designers, food pro-
ducers, television networks, and more, focus specifically on chil-
dren in order to make them brand conscious for life.

A Brand Stays Forever
Branding is about identity. Even in the nuclear age, there isn’t a
more powerful force on the earth. “Identity politics” is changing
the political scene as gays, feminists and ethnic groups all want a
place at the table. Wars are fought over cultural identity, and seem-
ingly normal people commit horrific crimes simply to save face.
Here in Los Angeles, gang members are willing to die for other
members, even though they barely know them. Gang identity on

3 6 @ P h i l C o o k e
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the streets is so strong that few things—sometimes not even fam-
ily ties—can break that hold.

Who we are is an issue of identity, integrity and purpose, and
we’re willing to go to great lengths to keep that identity unique
and strong. 

It’s natural that marketers should look to religion for inspi-
ration. Religion is all about identity. Who am I? Why am I here?
What’s my purpose in life? I believe in it so much that I wrote the
bookOne Big Thing: Discovering What You Were Born to Do. The focus
of the book is to help people understand how to tap into the over-
arching purpose for their lives. I believe it’s one of the most im-
portant questions we can ask.

In future chapters, we’ll discuss many of the current thinkers
who have made the connection between branding and religion;
but for the most part, they are looking from the outside in. For
my purposes, I’m more interested in examining the question from
the opposite direction. As I said, I’m a preacher’s kid who grew up
in the church during turbulent times in its history. During the
fifties and sixties, the church was struggling for its identity amid
the “death of God” theologians, the creeping liberalism of the
Church and the ongoing culture wars. During that time, the
Church changed dramatically as evangelicalism grew, charismatic
and Pentecostal churches exploded, and we experienced a major
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The faster globalism removes barriers,
the faster people erect new ones. 

They create intimate worlds they can
understand, and where they can be
somebody and feel as if they belong.

They create tribes.

Marty Neumeier
The Brand Gap2
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shift in church growth. Historic mainline denominations took
sides on the issue of the “social gospel,” and pastors debated the
role of the supernatural and the legitimacy of Christ’s miracles.

Out of that, a church emerged that was populated by a younger
generation that understood the power of media, that was not con-
tent with what they perceived as propaganda, and that searched
for new methods to share an eternal message.

Having experienced those changes on the front lines of min-
istry, I became one of the new breed of believers in America. Rather
than pursue my father’s calling as a pastor, I finished a bachelor’s
degree in television and film studies, a master’s in journalism, and
a Ph.D. in theology. It took awhile, but my goal was to merge the
historic Christian faith with more effective methods of sharing
that story in a media-driven culture. Since that time, I’ve produced
programs in nearly 50 countries around the world, split my work
between secular and religious programming, and consulted on
media issues for some of the largest and most effective churches
and nonprofit organizations in the world.

My goal was simple: How do we share a life-changing message
with a culture that has lost interest? How can our message com-
pete with the cacophony of voices in the media? How have churches
and religious organizations become so irrelevant? Why is religious
media so out of touch with the culture? If we are actually speaking
Truth with a capital T, why isn’t anyone listening?

As a result, it wasn’t long before I realized that when it came
to actually impacting the culture, the Church has a huge problem:

We’ve lost our story.

From the earliest days of Hebrew storytellers sitting around
campfires in the deserts of the Middle East, storytelling has been
the core of every culture known to man. From the parables of Je-
sus to the medieval mystery and passion plays, and from the rise
of the modern novel to motion pictures and television, storytelling
has transcended government, culture and philosophy.

3 8 @ P h i l C o o k e
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Every great civilization has creation stories and tales of great ex-
ploits that define their moral universe. The Odyssey, The Iliad, The Bible,
Beowulf and The Mahabharata are seminal stories that identify the per-
sonalities of various cultures and define their reason for being. The
way stories are told has changed over the centuries, but the stories
themselves have not lost their meaning or importance in people’s lives.

There is no question that today the media has added an explo-
sive element to the story. The statistics are unrelenting: 

• 99 percent of households in America have at least one
television.

• There are 2.24 television sets in the average American
household.

• The average household watches television 5 hours and
11 minutes per day.

• By the time a young person is 18 years old, he or she will
have watched 150,000 violent acts on television.

• 67 percent of Americans watch television while they eat
dinner.

As a result, when asked, 54 percent of four- to six-year-olds pre-
fer to watch television than spend time with their fathers.3

And that’s just television.

Today, more and more media platforms are competing with tel-
evision for priority in our lives. Personal computers, social media,

I find television very educating. 
Every time somebody turns on the set,

I go into the other room 
and read a book.

Groucho Marx
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email, instant messaging, mobile devices and more are slicing
up our lives into digital compartments, and their power has be-
come frightening.

The Los Angeles Times reported on a study that indicated that
one-third of Korean high school students make as many as 90 cell
phone calls per day.4 The study also linked high cell phone use to
rates of depression.

I’ve stopped trying to keep up with the stats for the millions
of eBay, Craigslist and other users. But I did notice that as of
March 2012, Apple has now passed 25 billion downloads from
the App Store. I spoke at a conference recently with Kevin Kelly,
the cofounder of Wired Magazine. Kevin told me that researchers
note that when toddlers are given a traditional photograph, they
take their fingers and try to squeeze it to zoom in or out like a
mobile screen. Today, even babies seem to be wired to under-
stand the digital world!

According to James Twitchell, professor of English and adver-
tising at the University of Florida:

Much of our shared knowledge about ourselves and our
culture comes to us through a commercial process of sto-
rytelling called “branding.” The process starts early. 
A marketing professor estimates that 10 percent of a two-
year-old’s nouns are brand names. And an English study
estimates that one out of every four babies speaks a
brand name as a first word.5

An eight-year-old today sees the 
Internet with about as much 
fascination as you see the toilet.

Dean Kamen
Inventor of the Segway
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This book isn’t about the horrors of media, advertising or enter-
tainment. There are plenty of books, scholarly journals and research
out there that will make your hair stand on end when it comes to
that subject. Does media violence beget real violence? Is the media
responsible for the dumbing down of America? Has visual literacy
displaced reading skills in schools? Are ebooks making us stupid?
The questions go on and on, and by one count, more than 4,000 stud-
ies have been completed just on the effects of TV on children alone.

This book takes a different approach. The fact is that we’re im-
mersed in a media-driven culture. Our alarm goes off in the morning
playing music from our favorite radio station or iPod; we get up and
turn on the morning news to see what’s happening in the world. We
read the newspaper—most likely on a mobile device—over breakfast.
We listen to the car broadcast or satelitte radio, music CD or a pod-
cast on the way to work. We spend the day at our desk working by
computer, periodically checking our email or stock prices on our mo-
bile device or updating our social media pages. We listen to the radio
on the way home. We watch the evening news over dinner. We catch
our favorite TV programs in prime time or use the DVR to watch
them when we choose, then take a last peek at our email, Facebook,
Twitter or Pinterest, or check in online at eBay. Then we watch the
“eyewitness news” right before we hit the sack, and maybe a few min-
utes of a popular late-night talk show.

And during that day, how many billboards, bus stop ads, Web
banner ads, magazine layouts, and other media messages did you
encounter? As I edit this page of the manuscript, I’m using a ball-
point pen with a hotel advertisement on its side.

Nearly every waking moment of our lives intersects with the me-
dia in some way. And although that much exposure can’t be a good
thing, the momentum is strong. So while we can’t stop it, we at least
need to understand it.

More than Just a Connection
We speak the language of Christianity, but we also speak the lan-
guage of media. I don’t believe there’s simply a connection between
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branding and religion; I believe that religious experience is what
the core of branding is all about.

As someone who has spent a lifetime sharing his faith with oth-
ers, I have something to say about the influence that faith has on is-
sues of personal identity, value and the search for meaning. Whether
you’re a nonbeliever investigating information on how to use brand-
ing to make your product connect more deeply with a customer, or
a believer wondering how to expose your idea, project, church or
ministry to a greater audience, this book will provide real answers.

The New Media World
Mass media has changed in a way that no one expected. In fact, I
predict that our lifetime will be remembered as the era when
“mass” media died. The truth is, it has been murdered. The sus-
pects include digital music and video players, broadband Internet
connections, social media, blogging and online entertainment.

Today, media is about personalization. The mass audience isn’t
interested in the same thing anymore. And they want their media
customized. On my iPod and iPhone, I have classic rock and roll,
bluegrass, praise and worship, Frank Sinatra, Southern gospel and
even opera. I’m not interested in what radio stations think I need;
now I can customize my own play list.

So what does this mean for those of us interested in sharing
our faith or selling products through the media?

It means that it’s time to wake up to the change.
In the church, pastors, Christian leaders and broadcasters al-

ways thought they had the answers to what their audience wanted
and, more important, the audience would listen. Today the audi-
ence is in charge. In a virtually unlimited channel universe, with
millions of online and mobile options, the audience has more
choices than ever before; for us to justify their attention, we need
to get on their wavelength.

The twenty-first century is changing everything about how to
get your message to an audience. Yesterday it was about dumping
the same message on the mass audience because they didn’t have

4 2 @ P h i l C o o k e

Unique-TX.qxp_Layout 1  10/8/12  9:27 AM  Page 42

Phil Cooke, Unique
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2012. Used by permission.



Living in a Media-driven Culture

much choice. Today it’s about making a connection—the kind of
connection that not only makes them want to hear what you have to
say, but also makes them respond.

It doesn’t matter if you have a great 
message if no one is listening.

Understanding that connection is a critical step in finding your
audience.

Take Your Thinking Deeper

1. What are the things in your life for which you’ve felt in-
tense loyalty? It could be people, organizations, causes
or even products. Why did you have such intense feel-
ings then (or still have such feelings now)?

2. How has technology personally impacted your life in
the last decade? Has it changed the way you engage with
real people?

3. Do you ever feel “addicted” to your mobile device, email
or other technology?

4. Overall, do you think the power of major brands has
grown in your lifetime? Do you feel this a good thing
or bad thing?

5. Some say Christianity is about 10 to 15 years behind
the technology curve. Why do you think that happens?

6. Do you think people of faith should do a better job us-
ing media and technology to share their story with the
culture? Why does it matter?

7. How about you? Are you frustrated that your story isn’t
getting out there? What specifically is the greatest obsta-
cle to you, your cause, or your product getting noticed?
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