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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

Inspiration and Wisdom for Twenty-First–Century Christian Leaders
You have chosen wisely in deciding to study and learn from a book pub-

lished in The Columbia Partnership Leadership Series with Chalice Press. 
We publish for 

• Congregational leaders who desire to serve with greater faithfulness, 
effectiveness, and innovation.

• Christian ministers who seek to pursue and sustain excellence in min-
istry service.

•  Members of congregations who desire to reach their full kingdom 
potential.

• Christian leaders who desire to use a coach approach in their 
ministry.

• Denominational and parachurch leaders who want to come alongside 
affi liated  congregations in a servant leadership role.

• Consultants and coaches who desire to increase their learning con-
cerning the congregations and Christian leaders they serve.

The Columbia Partnership Leadership Series is an inspiration- and 
wisdom-sharing vehicle of The Columbia Partnership, a community of 
Christian leaders who are seeking to transform the capacity of the North 
American Protestant church to pursue and sustain vital Christ-centered 
ministry. You can connect with us at www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org.

Primarily serving congregations, denominations, educational institutions, 
leadership development programs, and parachurch organizations, the 
Partnership also seeks to connect with individuals, businesses, and other 
organizations seeking a Christ-centered spiritual focus. 

We welcome your comments on these books, and we welcome your 
suggestions for new subject areas and authors we ought to consider.

George W. Bullard Jr., Senior Editor
GBullard@TheColumbiaPartnership.org 

The Columbia Partnership, 
905 Hwy 321 NW, Suite 331, Hickory, NC 28601

Voice: 866.966.4TCP, www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org
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PREFACE

 When Did Pastoring Become 
So Diffi cult?

“You’re bringing in more people than you’re running off.”
BOB BUSBY, a member of a church the author served in Iowa

Could anyone please tell me when pastoring a church became so 
diffi cult? I started pastoring about thirty-fi ve years ago. Back then the pastor 
just responded to a church’s call and showed up with spouse, kids, and 
library in tow. He or she spent most of his or her time preaching a little, 
visiting the sick and shut-ins a little, reading a little, and writing a little. 
The church seemed to coast along just fi ne. A few new people might join, 
a few of the old members were sure to leave; some people would die, and 
some adorable new babies would be born into the church family. As a dear 
parishioner in my fi rst church said, “Well, preacher, you’re bringing in more 
people than you’re running off. I would call that successful.”

Now, it seems, keeping a church alive and growing has become a major 
task. Our yearly reports indicate that the natural state of most mainline 
denominational churches is a slow spiral toward death. Many are moving 
in that direction much more rapidly than the statistics might indicate. I 
am afraid that we preachers are the source for most of those statistical 
reports, and we weren’t math majors. Possibly most of us, when we count 
the attendance, suffer from double vision. If nothing is done to stop that 
spiral, it will not automatically reverse itself.

Just a few weeks ago, I was enjoying lunch with a great friend and 
colleague, Rev. Jack Marsh. Jack was curious about the changes and new 
life he had been hearing about at First Christian Church in Harrison. “So,” 
Jack began, “did you have the whole plan to do the job at Harrison in hand 
when you got there?” 

I just had to smile. He was so wrong. “No,” I told him. “When I came 
to First Christian, I didn’t have a clue. It was just a matter of doing some 
research around a problem or need we had, asking some questions, and 
attend ing continuing education. The system we used is called trial and 
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error. We were fortunate, and God blessed our efforts. As my dear father 
would say, ‘Even a blind squirrel fi nds an acorn every once in a while.’” I 
don’t think my reply added to the value of my stock with Jack.

For some readers, this book may contain little new news. As I often tell 
folks, I don’t think I have had an original thought in my life. But if you are a 
church leader seeking to bring life to the church you are a part of, I believe 
you will fi nd this book very helpful because it is written from the context 
of almost a decade and a half of study, research, and trying and then trying 
again. I urge you, put our experiences in doing church transformation to 
work for you and save yourself some time, resources, and pain as you do 
the work of bringing transformation to your church.
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INTRODUCTION

Facing Some Myths of Church Growth

“You just think you want to grow” —the author, during a job interview

My testimony that growing up in church was a good experience is 
unusual. Many people tell of having to go to church each Sunday of their 
childhoods and looking forward to the day that they would have the adult 
choice to not go. I had a great time attending church as a child. It was a 
growing, dynamic, loving church with lots of good stuff for me to do and 
lots of kids to hang out with.

My favorite movie is Field of Dreams, starring Kevin Costner. Costner 
plays a young Iowa farmer named Ray Kinsella, who, while walking through 
his cornfi elds, hears a disembodied voice telling him, “If you build it, he will 
come.” As the movie progresses, much to the amusement of his pragmatic 
Iowa neighbors, Ray plows much of his corn crop under and builds a 
baseball diamond. One day, the late, great Chicago “Black” Sox baseball 
team, led by “Shoeless” Joe Jackson, shows up and begins playing baseball 
on Ray’s fi eld of dreams. After that, the movie gets interesting.

For many years, in the decades following WWII, a certain church 
growth theory followed this formula—if you build it, they will come. Many 
thought church growth was possible by just building a nice, new building. 
They hadn’t taken the time to fully study the phenomenon of post-war 
church growth.
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My home church could have been the poster child of this theory 
of church growth. This quote from the church’s history tells the story. 
“Beargrass’ modern history began in 1931 when the Rev. Walter Lawrenson 
became the minister. The church had 137 members. In Rev. Lawrenson’s 
early years the congregation experienced steady growth. Then in 1938 
Shelbyville Road and Frankfort Avenue were widened (becoming US 
60), and a second building boom began in St. Matthews. Coupled with 
Lawrenson’s leadership, this boom led to tremendous growth at Beargrass. 
In 1939 the church expanded the sanctuary and added classroom space. 
By 1942 there were 375 members.”

When my parents began attending Beargrass Christian Church soon 
after the end of World War II, it was a larger-than-average-sized church. The 
building was located in a part of Louisville, Kentucky, that was changing 
from a rural area, known for growing great potatoes, to a new thing called 
suburbia. In about a decade and a half and several building programs later, 
the church had grown from 375 members to around 1,500 members. It 
seemed that the potato fi elds of St. Matthews, Kentucky, were, in fact, Dr. 
Walter Lawrenson’s fi elds of dreams.

As much as we want to believe it, building a building will not grow a 
church. Church building projects must be a part of a master plan of church 
growth. They are not the secret to growth. If you doubt this, people in 
churches across this nation with nice, new, empty buildings will be more 
than happy to address this myth.

Another pervasive church myth is that churches want to grow. Almost 
all churches think they want to grow. The “no growth problem” shows itself 
when it comes time to do something about that desire. Very few churches 
are really interested in doing what it takes to grow.

When interviewing with the church I am presently serving, I had one of 
those deeply spiritual, amazingly mature conversations that only deep and 
mature Christians can have. The conversation went something like this.

The pulpit committee members said, “This church wants to grow.”

I, the prospective pastor, replied, “No, you don’t.”
“Yes, we do.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Yes, we do.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Yes, we do.”
“No, you don’t.”

That essentially sums up the interview process that culminated with 
my call to ministry at First Christian Church of Harrison, Ohio. The 
committee had me outnumbered six to one, and I gave in fi rst. They won 
the argument, but I was right.



Most experts on the subject wouldn’t even bother advising a job 
candidate not to argue with his or her interviewer. It seems pretty obvious 
that if you want the job you wouldn’t be arguing with your potential 
employers. If you had been present for my interviews with the Pulpit 
Committee for the First Christian Church, you would have seen that I could 
have used just such advice. We spent much of our time arguing…arguing 
about whether they (the Church) really wanted to grow. They, like most 
churches, thought they wanted to.

My experience with the Harrison Church is not unique. Dr. Jim 
Harnish, senior minister at Hyde Park United Methodist Church in Tampa, 
Florida, reports a similar experience. “The committee said that they wanted 
me because the churches I had served had shown growth. My response was 
that the question is not whether we ‘want’ to grow…most church people 
will say that. The question was whether we would be willing to make the 
changes necessary in order to grow and that it would take us at least a year 
to fi gure that out. Lo and behold, some of the folks who said they wanted 
growth didn’t want to change.”1

One of the most diffi cult church myths to deal with is the myth that 
churches want to grow. True, they want to grow enough to have enough 
income to pay the preacher’s salary and the basic bills without having 
to worry about it. They want to be large enough to have a choir, a 
youth group for the children, periodic potluck suppers, a nice Christmas 
program, and enough money left over to send some to the missionaries 
out there somewhere. If you look at growth that way, yes, the church I was 
interviewing with wanted to grow.

After coming to serve the church, I soon realized that their desire to 
grow had very little to do with seeing people coming to know Christ and 
little to do with kingdom growth. I drew that conclusion because they did 
want to grow. But only just a little bit. The people in the church wanted the 
Sunday morning attendance to grow, and they wanted the offering to be 
larger without them having to put more money in the plate. They wanted 
the church to grow. They just didn’t want to have to put up with a bunch of 
new people getting in the way, sitting in their pews, introducing new ideas, 
and taking over some of the leadership positions in the church.

Ask anyone, “Do you want the church to grow?” and the answer is a 
resounding, “Yes.” Ask anyone what they are willing to do to get the church 
to grow, and the honest answer is a resounding, “Nothing.” We all want 
our churches to grow. To be against church growth is like being against 
Mom and apple pie—it’s un-American. We just are not interested in doing 
the work that causes growth to happen.

Facing Some Myths of Church Growth   3   

1From personal correspondence with Jim Harnish. See James A. Harnish, You Only Have 
to Die (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004).
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I quickly became frustrated and fell into the bad graces of several of 
the church’s longtime members because they didn’t want to do anything 
different from what they were already doing, and I was insisting that we 
had to do things differently. They were not open to doing some things that 
might cause the church to grow. I should have known better going in because 
if they had been willing to do those things they would have already been 
doing some of those things. After all, the church had been in a twenty-fi ve 
year membership decline. The annual reports may not have said that, but 
reality certainly did. The church had had plenty of time to realize that they 
had a problem and to do something about it.

For a church to be revitalized and transformed, much hard work must 
be done. I hope that statement hasn’t stopped any of my readers dead in 
your tracks. I wish I could give you three easy steps to grow your church 
and that I could absolutely guarantee your success if you follow those three 
easy steps. But I can’t. Anyone who does is just trying to sell you a book 
or a program.

Even though I would love to dazzle you with my great wisdom, insights, 
and spirituality, and even though many books are written and seminars 
taught on the subject, growing a church isn’t really that complicated. It is 
not complicated, but it is diffi cult. Much like the Christian faith, it is simple 
but not easy. It is just a matter of doing those things that get and keep a 
church mentally, physically, and spiritually healthy. It is about the church, 
the body of Christ, getting its head (Christ) on straight. That is easy to say, 
but diffi cult to do.

As the process of calling a pastor continued, the church should have 
known something was up. I preached my trial sermon on Ezekiel’s prophecy 
to the valley of the dry bones as recorded in the thirty-seventh chapter of 
Ezekiel. 

The hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me out by 
the Spirit of the Lord and set me in the middle of a valley; it was 
full of bones. He led me back and forth among them, and I saw a 
great many bones on the fl oor of the valley, bones that were very 
dry. He asked me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” 
I said, “O Sovereign Lord, you alone know.” 

Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, 
‘Dry bones, hear the word of the Lord! This is what the Sovereign 
Lord says to these bones: I will make breath enter you, and you 
will come to life.6I will attach tendons to you and make fl esh come 
upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and 
you will come to life. Then you will know that I am the Lord.’” 

So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I was prophesying, 
there was a noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came together, 
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bone to bone. I looked, and tendons and fl esh appeared on them 
and skin covered them, but there was no breath in them. 

Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son 
of man, and say to it, ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: Come 
from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that 
they may live.’” So I prophesied as he commanded me, and breath 
entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet—a vast 
army.

Then he said to me: “Son of man, these bones are the whole 
house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up and our hope 
is gone; we are cut off.’ Therefore prophesy and say to them: ‘This 
is what the Sovereign Lord says: O my people, I am going to open 
your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to 
the land of Israel. Then you, my people, will know that I am the 
Lord, when I open your graves and bring you up from them. I 
will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in 
your own land. Then you will know that I the Lord have spoken, 
and I have done it, declares the Lord.’”

( Just a quick note on trial sermons: they are a waste of time and energy. 
Every preacher has at least one good sermon. If he or she has any sense at all, 
she or he will preach that one good sermon as his or her trial sermon.)

The church should have realized they (we) were in for an interesting 
ride if their potential pastor preached his fi rst sermon and referred to them 
as a valley of dry bones. Nothing compares to looking a group of people 
in the eye and telling them you believe them to be dead. What a way to 
start. But if a church is going to be transformed, it must hear the truth and 
be able to deal with that truth.

Jesus said, “you will know the truth and the truth will make you free” 
( Jn. 8:32). He, of course, was telling us the truth. What he didn’t say is 
that the truth will also make you very uncomfortable.  It will force you to 
see and do some things that most people don’t want to see and do. That 
especially holds true when it comes to transforming a church.

The past fourteen years spent in revitalizing a church has been an 
awesome experience. I wouldn’t trade that experience for anything. But I 
am not sure I want to do it again, either.
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CHAPTER 1

The Key to Revitalizing a Church

“Where did I leave those keys?”—the author when leaving the house

Cooking from Scratch
My mother graduated from college with a degree in home economics, 

and in spite of her educational baggage she was an excellent cook. She 
always claimed that the only thing she learned about cooking in college 
was to serve the cold things cold and the hot things hot. I didn’t believe her 
until I, too, became a college graduate. The only useful things I learned in 
college I can’t share with you in a religious publication.

Mother could do a thing called “cooking from scratch.” No boxed cake 
mixes or canned biscuits for her. She started with fl our and some other 
basic ingredients and went from there. Frozen pies from the supermarket 
never landed on her table. She believed that the best meals were not mass-
produced in a factory miles away, but, rather, started in her kitchen.

My mother would lament that she couldn’t cook as well on an electric 
stove as her mother-in-law could cook on a wood-burning stove. She 
would tell of watching Granny McConnell cook huge meals without ever 
measuring a thing. It was a pinch of this and a dash of that. Scoot a pan 
this way and slide a pot over that-a-way. Granny could work magic with a 
wood-burning stove. If things were cooking too rapidly, she would adjust 
the damper. If they were cooking too slowly, in would go some more wood. 
When my mother asked Granny how to tell if things were done, granny 
would reply with instructions about cooking it until it looks right or smells 
right or feels right. It drove my mother to the edge of sanity.
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I came to understand her frustration with Granny the year I decided 
to learn how to make my mother’s homemade candies. We did it long 
distance. With the phone to my ear, I measured and stirred and checked 
the temperature of the boiling mixture on the stove and adjusted the heat 
while Mom tried to talk me through the process. I knew I was in big trouble 
when I asked her how I could tell if the pull candy was ready to take off 
the stove and pour out on the marble slab. She said, “You can tell by how 
it looks.” I asked, “How does it look?” She replied, “It looks ready.” At 
this point in the process, if I had had any hair, I would have pulled it out. 
I think she may have been getting back at me for having been such an 
irritating child.

Churches from Scratch
Though we may wish it were different and easier, I believe that churches 

are built the way my mother and grandmother cooked—from scratch. Those 
churches that already exist must be rebuilt from scratch every few years. 
We call that process revitalization. As much as we would love to take the 
prepackaged programs that fl ood the markets every year, as much as we 
would love to attend the “Seminar of the Magic Bullet” and just take what 
Rev. So-and-so is doing so successfully at his or her megachurch and drop 
it into the proper slots at our place and start reproducing those fabulous 
results, it just doesn’t seem to work that way. It doesn’t seem that healthy 
churches are mass-produced. Instead, I believe we have to cook them up… 
from scratch.

Nothing on the planet Earth may be more dangerous than a pastor who 
has just returned from a conference on church growth. My church shudders 
and tenses up every time I go to a continuing education opportunity. They 
know that when I have had time to think, learn, and pray, it means more 
work for everyone. I do believe they would be willing to pay me not to 
go to a conference.

We preachers are encouraged to keep on learning, so off we go to 
our continuing education opportunity. The result is that pastors attend a 
conference at the regional megachurch and hear the stories and collect the 
materials. They are ready to plug the newly discovered programs into place 
and then just sit back and watch their churches begin to grow. They dream 
that soon they, too, will be hosting conferences and dispensing advice to 
the throngs that come to the fountain of knowledge. Instead, they return 
to the same churches they left, fi lled with the same immovable objects, 
concerned about the same unimportant things, sitting in the same pews, 
and glaring at any mention of church growth. Ah, let the battles begin. And 
guess who is going to lose?

It has been my privilege to consult with many churches on the topic 
of revitalization. In our conversations the church leaders often voice a 
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question that sounds much like this. “What is the key to the revitalization 
of a church?” They are seeking that magic bullet, the prepackaged program, 
the one thing they need to do differently that will turn things around for 
them.

Who Has the Key?
It seems the church has lost its keys. Key, key, who has the key? From 

the conversation recorded in the Gospel of Matthew, we are aware that 
Jesus gave the keys to the kingdom of God to Peter.

When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his 
disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” 

They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; 
and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” 
Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the 

living God.” 
Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this 

was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. 
And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 
church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you 
the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth 
will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be 
loosed in heaven.” (Mt. 16:13–19)

In some ways we, the church, have lost that key. We seem, in our desire 
to avoid the ultimate of all sins, narrow-mindedness, to have some problem 
with holding on to that “Good Confession” that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of the living God. In our rush to be inclusive we have lost much of what 
makes us the Church of Jesus Christ. In some ways we seem to have lost 
sight of the gospel, that marvelous good news that Jesus is the Savior of 
humankind. Many of our mainline denominational churches are like the 
joke that made the rounds a few years ago. Question: What do you have 
if you combine a Unitarian with a Jehovah’s Witness? Answer: Someone 
who is standing at your front door with nothing much in particular to talk 
about. The church needs to remember that we have something to talk about, 
and we need to start talking.

We Need the Keys
People and pastors ask me, “What is the key to church revitalization?”
I answer, “No one has the key.” 
Why such an evasive answer? Because no one, universal key opens 

church revitalization for each and every church. Doing church revitalization 
is more like putting together a good recipe. One must bring together the 
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correct ingredients, mix them carefully and well, and allow the warmth of 
God’s Spirit, love, and grace to bake it.

Much like human beings, churches are all the same, and are all unique. 
We can bring some basics to the table that will help revitalize any church. 
But it is a recipe for disaster to fail to understand that your church is 
unique and must be dealt with while taking into consideration its unique 
characteristics.

One of the great jobs I had while working my way through seminary 
was selling cookware. We would convince friends to invite people to their 
home for dinner. Everyone would join us in the kitchen as I prepared 
the meal and told the group of the glories of our cookware. In that job I 
learned that each stove and oven is unique. Some would cook the meal 
in thirty minutes, and some would take ninety minutes. This was my fi rst 
experience at being fl exible. One had better be ready to make allowances 
for the differences found in different churches.

Learn from Experience
The smart person learns from his or her experiences. The wise person 

learns from the experiences of others. Reading about and talking to others 
about their experiences in church transformation can save you and me much 
time, energy, heartache, and possibly some bumps and bruises.

If a set of keys for church revitalization and transformation exists, the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America has discovered those keys. They 
discovered these keys through a decade-long enrollment in the school of 
hard knocks, through trial and error, from their experiences. It is good for 
them to learn from their experiences. Some people seem to have trouble 
doing that. Among them are my friends who have been married three or 
more times. It is even better for us to learn from their experiences. We get 
the knowledge without the expense. I like this method because it causes 
me much less pain; and, for me, it is generally less expensive. I propose 
we learn a little something about church transformation and revitalization 
from our Lutheran brothers and sisters.

According to a report issued in 2002, in 1991 the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America launched “A Decade of Evangelism.” During this ten-
year evangelism effort they invested fourteen million dollars, producing 
three hundred resources, programs, conferences, books, and manuals. They 
trained fi fty redevelopment pastors and awarded almost two and a half 
million dollars in redevelopment grants to one hundred sixty congregations. 
The result was that both membership and weekly attendance dropped by 
over 100,000 and sixteen (10 percent) of the grant-receiving churches closed. 
Congregations that used an evangelism “program” initially showed some 
growth. Then increases leveled off, and decline followed. Congregations 
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who did the programs were more likely to experience net loss over the 
decade than those who did not.

Such results were, to say the least, quite a surprise to denominational 
leaders. Fortunately, the Lutherans were wise enough to take a look at the 
program to see if they could glean some helpful information for what could 
not be described as anything but a failure. What they learned might have 
been worth the fourteen million dollar failure.

Their initial postmortem analysis provided the following information.

• Growing and shrinking congregations DO the same things. (There 
are no best programs.)

• Growing and shrinking local communities did not statistically corre-
late with growing and shrinking congregations, except in very isolated 
rural areas where population was vanishing.

• Growing congregations have a clear sense that God is active within 
them and is using them to change lives. Shrinking congregations lack 
this sense of divine calling.

• Emphasizing money and programs is a mistake.
• Congregations that have turned around have experienced a spiritual 

renewal. Everything else comes from that. Nothing happens without 
that.

The Lutherans then took a look at the characteristics of growing ELCA 
congregations to see what those churches, if anything, hold in common. 
They discovered that all vital and growing ELCA congregations share these 
common characteristics.

• Purpose: These churches all had a collective sense of what God wants 
them to do. They were always contextualizing the “mission dei” and 
directing their attention toward the world instead of themselves. All 
of these churches were “other-focused.”

• Willingness to change: The leadership and a majority of the member-
ship were so committed to God’s purpose that they were willing to 
change what they were doing or how they were doing it to accomplish 
that purpose.

• Leadership: The leadership evidenced unity. Laity and clergy worked 
together to fulfi ll the mission of the church.

• All Three: The report strongly emphasized that these three factors 
were the distinctions between growing and shrinking congregations. 
The report stated that it takes all three for transformation and growth 
to take place. Doing any two out of the three won’t do it.

These are powerful church transformational truths that the ELCA 
learned. We would show great wisdom to learn from their experiences.
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I Don’t Need a Program; I Need a Plan
Rick Warren’s book The Purpose Driven Church1 is one of the most 

profound and infl uential books ever written on the subject of church growth. 
I believe the reason Rick Warren’s book resonated so well with thousands of 
frustrated pastors like myself was that the book doesn’t propose a ministry 
or program that will “fi x” an ailing church. Instead, Pastor Warren set forth 
a philosophy of doing church based on some solid biblical theology. His 
fi rst premise is that God, the one who invented the church, possibly has the 
best advice on what churches need to do to be and stay healthy. His second 
premise is that healthy living things grow. The church is a living thing. Thus, 
healthy churches grow. The task of church leadership is to get and keep the 
church healthy by discovering and following God’s instructions.

I want to help you combine the basic elements the Lutherans discovered 
with the basic elements of Rick Warren’s purposeful plan. Thus I will give 
you some ingredients that I suggest for “Revitalization Stew,” but your recipe 
will surely be just a bit different than what has worked in the church I serve. 
You must take all these elements and cook up your stew from scratch. As 
I learned with cooking ovens, your timetable will vary from mine. I give 
the ingredients of this recipe as suggestions, but some of these ingredients 
are, I believe, essential to most successful recipes.

So, let me give you some of the ingredients I have discovered while 
in the process of this thing we call transformation. That recipe should 
include:

• Prayer. Start praying now, and don’t dare to stop.
• Call a pastor with leadership skills, or help the present pastoral leader-

ship develop leadership skills.
• Allow that leadership to lead.
• Seek and discover God’s direction for the church.
• Stay on track, and continue to pray.
• Transform the Church’s focus (the church’s DNA or ethos), and 

deepen the church’s spirituality.
• Continue to pray and stay on track
• Choose the church’s lay leadership prayerfully and carefully, and 

develop the pastor and lay leadership into a team.
• Stay on track, and pray.
• Develop a healthy church through small groups.
• Then keep on praying, and try your best to keep on track.

Perhaps you have noticed that from my perspective the most diffi cult 
part of the process of transforming and revitalizing a church is developing 
an environment of prayer and staying on track. Church transformation is a 

1Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995).
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long-term, multi-year process. One cannot afford to get distracted while in 
the process. Perhaps I am the only pastor in the world with the problem of 
being easily distracted. Some people have suggested that perhaps I suffer 
from adult ADD; but I think…hey, look, I think someone just walked past my 
offi ce door. Where was I?

Anyway, I sense that staying the course is a universal problem in 
churches and other organizations. We get bored. We want to do something 
new and different each year. As a culture, we seem to have the attention 
span of a swarm of gnats. Those of us in the church are not much different. 
Many churches act like they have joined the “Ministry of the Year Club” 
and expect to roll out a new and exciting ministry each fall. If that doesn’t 
happen, the church isn’t “progressing.”

An important part of staying the course is learning to say no to new ideas 
and ministries. I know that sounds odd when through most of the book I 
will be telling you to change what you are doing and try new things. What I 
mean is that you will have to look at proposed ministries and decide if they 
fi t with where God is leading your church. Just because a ministry sounds 
good, that doesn’t mean it is a ministry your church needs to be doing. You 
must make the decision to do God’s thing and not just a good thing.

After Praying, Pray Some More
The revitalization process begins (and ends) with prayer. The part in the 

middle is also supported with prayer. Prayer is how the process is guided. 
Prayer is the glue that holds the church together during this diffi cult process. 
Most readers might respond by saying, “Well, of course.” But the truth is 
we Christians, and especially we pastors, don’t pray nearly as much as we 
should or as much as we claim to pray. Some surveys say that the average 
pastor only prays three minutes a day. It is also a heartbreaking reality to 
note that when we pray we really don’t expect much to happen.

The size, theology, or type of community of the church makes no 
difference. Transformation for all churches begins with prayer. Take the 
case of a small, country Presbyterian church: 

The congregation of Big Cove (Presbyterian Church) called Rose-
mary McMahan, a Commissioned Lay Pastor, to preach and 
serve the congregation on a part time basis. The hope was the 
congregation would be able to keep their doors open. God had 
other plans. Worship attendance grew from an average of 18 to 50. 
The Sunday school grew from seven children to 15. The average 
age of the membership was 60-65, now it is 45-50. They have 
added a choir that now fi lls their choir loft. They started women’s 
and men’s prayer and share groups. New and old members are 
actively involved in the ministry and mission of the congregation 
with the community. The spiritual energy for the transformation 
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grew when the session committed to a two month long process 
of daily prayer.”2 

As we prepare for our journey toward revitalization, we are going to 
make some preparations. As much as I want to get started quickly so I can 
fi nish up quickly, we are going to have to take a look around, check some 
landmarks, and discover where we are as a church. Most likely, we will 
need to heal some of our hurts, strengthen some of our weaknesses, and set 
a new course. Get out your maps, and let’s get started.

Some of the Key Elements in Transformation
A group of Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) pastors meets together 

on the Internet through an e-mail group overseen by the Rev. Doug Pfeiffer, 
pastor of Faith Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Omaha, Nebraska. 
We have had much lively, enlightening, thought-provoking discussion. This 
group is often a lifeline of sanity for me as I do the work of transformation. 
Many of these pastors and leaders I have as yet to meet, but already I deeply 
respect and appreciate them.

In one of our discussions Rev. Matthew Rosine, Minister of the 
First Colony Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Sugar Land, 
Texas, encouraged us to, as a group, make a list of “Best Practices” for a 
transformational church. I share the list with you here.

A Congregation Has the Best Chance at Transforming for the Better When…
 1.  The presence of confl ict is low (or, we could say, the congregation’s 

threshold for confl ict is very high).
 2.  The pastor’s ego and control needs are kept in check.
 3.  The congregation has discerned its identity in core values, purpose, 

and mission.
 4.  Worship, in whatever form or genre, engages people in praising a living 

and present God.
 5.  People have discovered and are using their spiritual gifts in meaningful 

ministry.
 6.  We think less like a “congregation” and more like a religious order—

having greater clarity about the particular charisma we bring to the 
body of Christ as it is locally and otherwise created. Many congregations 
are more like clubs than movements. To meet and interact is to fulfi ll 
the greater part of our “contract” as local disciples. Many movements 
have too little functional structure or opportunities to develop lasting 

2Steve Boots, “Stories of Transformation; Parking Lot Evangelism,” Presbyterian 
Church, USA, Web site, http://www.pcusa.org/transformation/stories/parkinglot.htm. 
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community in which the movement becomes a way-of-living as well 
as the vision-that-must-be-realized-at-any-cost.

 7.  We believe—really believe—that our best years are before us and that 
(to Christ at least) who we are and what we do is essential in building 
the reign of God not only here and now but there and then. We do this 
with true humility and deep appreciation for others having done the 
same long before us.

 8.  We embrace the fact that denominational distinctions are like different 
surnames. They are no less “real” simply because they may be less 
profoundly important than we have believed. The Church is far more 
effective and faithful for being composed of “households” that have a 
healthy sense of identity while embracing true collegiality and being 
accountable together for God-honoring/neighbor-enriching results. 
9. We are unambiguous about the centrality of Christ in Christian 
life and ministry. The living Christ has never been a stumbling block 
to collaborative ministry; that distinction goes to strident certitudes 
about the Jesus of a particular faith that are marketed by any and every 
ideological group as being orthodox for all of us.

 10. Each Christian adult takes adult responsibility for a life of faithful 
and effective discipleship and gives up the “high chair” of consumer 
Christianity. We are not toddlers. The body of Christ has matured 
over the centuries—and not just the clergy and the academics. Just as 
we are letting go of claiming that physicians are in charge of our good 
health, we have no compelling reason to pass off responsibility for 
our covenantal future to those employed or called exclusively for that 
ministry.

11 . The congregants are focused on being true disciples of Christ, true 
followers, with all the requisite joys and responsibilities, rather than 
on being members who have privileges as part of a club.

12.  Congregational leadership is keenly aware that it is part of a movement 
of transformation within the larger church.

13.  The pastor daily engages in her or his own transformation through 
regular spiritual practices or disciplines.

14.  The congregation practices openness as a relational value.
15.  The congregation remains constantly aware that God is among them 

doing something. (They know they are not just left to their own 
devices.)

16.  The pastor and congregation form a good fi t.
17.  The congregation is willing to make any changes necessary to align 

itself with what it perceives God is calling it to be.
18.  People (lay and clergy) have language to express why Jesus is important 

to them and can tell others with love and respect.
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19.  Prayer becomes a necessity for a congregation and not just something 
else to do.

20. The church has the following equation: 
—1 per cent are people of pastoral leadership
—plus 6 percent of the people are passionate about the future of 

the church 
—plus 14 percent are leaders of position willing to advocate for the 

future of the church 
—plus 42 at least percent are people of participation willing to 

follow 
—equals critical mass for change.3

21.  The explicit goal of the church is not just “more people in the seats,” 
but measurable change in the social, economic, and spiritual conditions 
in the community around the church. 

I am under no illusions that this list is exhaustive, correct, or sealed 
with divine approval as the last word in church transformation. But I will 
tell you that it is a very good list made up by several pastors who have been 
in the trenches of church transformation, some for many years. This list is 
not made up of the theoretical musing of the casual observer. These ideas 
have been forged on the anvil of local church transformation. It is in that 
spirit that I share them with you.

Lessons Learned
 1.  One of the keys to church transformation is realizing you have no keys 

to the process.
 2.  Church transformation is not about fi nding the right program, the magic 

pill, the correct method that can be put in place in the workings of the 
church that will fi x the problem and make everything right. Church 
transformation is discovering God’s vision for the church and pursuing 
it.

 3. Just as all churches are similar and every church is unique, so the 
transformation process is similar for most churches, and is unique in 
many ways for each church.

3See George Bullard, Pursuing the Full Kingdom Potential of Your Congregation (St. Louis: 
Lake Hickory Resources, 2005; St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2006), 41–53. This equation works 
best for churches with at least 135 members and generally for those with less than 750. 
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