
What People Think of 
Cultivating Perennial Churches

“Bob Dale has created a new and needed phrase for those of us invested 
in the future of the local church. Cultivating Perennial Churches vividly 
describes the kind of church any pastor would love to serve. Bob’s engag-
ing metaphor holds up as he unfolds a strategic model for church health 
and growth that mirrors the beautiful truths of the plant world. As a 
fan of perennials in my yard, I found myself convinced that perennial 
churches represent our best hope for God’s kingdom in the twenty-fi rst 
century. Using approachable and realistic churches as case studies, he 
vividly illustrates how his  synthesis of experiences and sound theology 
combine to provide principles that make sense in the real world garden 
of local church life. Truly a ‘must-read’ for those trying to grow a church 
that will last.” 
 BILL WILSON, pastor, First Baptist Church, Dalton, Georgia

“Bob Dale harvests from the gardens of seven perennial churches 
principles by which leaders can plant and nurture congregations that 
thrive rather than simply survive over the years. Dale masterfully tills his 
newly-found seedbed of organic leadership with living organisms into 
a readable and practical handbook for ‘cultivating perennial churches.’ 
I recommend it to those who are tired of managing organizations and 
who are ready to get dirt under their fi ngernails in the garden of people’s 
lives.”
 C. GENE WILKES, author of Evangelism Where You Live 

“Bob Dale ‘came to church.’ Bob got to know us at Second Presbyterian 
Church and then explained us to ourselves. We felt understood and 
appreciated. We also were encouraged in our attempts to strive for 
excellence in ministry. Here’s the funny thing about Bob’s book, though. 
Even in reading about the other congregations profi led, my own con-
gregation still was being addressed. In that way, by reading this book, 
all church leaders will know something of what it is like to have Bob 
‘come to church.’”
 GEORGE C. ANDERSON, Second Presbyterian Church, 
 Roanoke, Virginia



The Columbia Partnership Leadership Series 
from Chalice Press

Christ-Centered Coaching: 7 Benefi ts for Ministry Leaders
Jane Creswell

Coaching for Christian Leaders: A Practical Guide
Linda J. Miller and Chad W. Hall

Courageous Church Leadership: Conversations with Effective Practitioners
John P. Chandler

Enduring Connections: Creating a Preschool and Children’s Ministry
Janice Haywood

Every Congregation Needs a Little Confl ict
George W. Bullard Jr.

From the Outside In: Connecting to the Community Around You
Ronald W. Johnson

The Heart of the Matter: Changing the World God’s Way
Charles Halley

Operation Inasmuch: Mobilizing Believers beyond the Walls of the Church
David W. Crocker

Pursuing the Full Kingdom Potential of Your Congregation
George W. Bullard Jr.

Reaching People under 40 while Keeping People over 60: 
Being Church to All Generations

Edward H. Hammett with James R. Pierce

Recreating the Church: Leadership for the Postmodern Age
Richard L. Hamm

Renew Your Congregation: Healing the Sick, Raising the Dead
Willliam T. McConnell

The Samaritan Way: Lifestyle Compassion Ministry
David W. Crocker

Seeds for the Future: Growing Organic Leaders for Living Churches
Robert D. Dale

Spiritual Leadership in a Secular Age: Building Bridges Instead of Barriers
Edward H. Hammett

www.chalicepress.com
www.thecolumbiapartnership.org



Cultivating
Perennial
Churches
Your Guide to 

Long-Term Growth

ROBERT D. DALE



Copyright © 2008 by Robert D. Dale

All rights reserved. For permission to reuse content, please contact Copyright 
Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, 
www.copyright.com.

Scripture quotations, unless otherwise marked, are taken from the HOLY 
BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 
1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan 
Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Cover image: FotoSearch 
Cover and interior design: Elizabeth Wright

Visit Chalice Press on the World Wide Web at 
www.chalicepress.com 

 

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1                       08   09   10   11   12

Library of Congress Cataloging–in–Publication Data
Dale, Robert D.
  Cultivating perennial churches : your guide to long-term growth / 
Robert
D. Dale.
       p. cm.
  ISBN 978-0-8272-0512-3
 1.  Church growth—Virginia—Case studies. 2.  Church growth—North
Carolina  —Case studies.  I. Title.

  BR555.V8D35 2008
  254’.5—dc22

2008023012

 Printed in the United States of America



Appreciatively Dedicated to

Carol Barfknecht,
Mary Lou Stephens,

Deannie Butler,
Marilee White,

Co-workers and Co-leaders
across many seasons





Contents
Editor’s Foreword viii

Acknowledgments ix

Preface: Learning Longer-Term Leadership from Creation xi

Introduction: What Makes “Perennial Churches” Distinctive 1 
and Rare?

PART I
Planting Perennial Communities: Rooting for the Long Haul

 1. Growing Perennially 6

 2. Leading Purposive Perennials 17
Mission Baptist Church, Locust, N.C. 

 3. Leading Rooted Perennials 31
Second Baptist Church, Richmond, Va.

PART II
Cultivating Perennial Communities: 

Facing Challenges Head-On 

 4. Leading Resilient Perennials 46
St. Mark’s United Methodist Church, Midlothian, Va.

 5. Leading Diverse Perennials 61
Bon Air Baptist Church, Richmond, Va.

 6. Leading Flexible Perennials 76
Brandermill Church, Midlothian, Va.

PART III 
Harvesting Perennial Communities: 
Reaping Yields Today and Tomorrow

 7. Leading Productive Perennials 94
St. Mark’s Church, Burlington, N.C.

 8. Leading Futuristic Perennials 109
Second Presbyterian Church, Roanoke, Va.

 9. Perennial Lessons for Leaders 124

Notes 142



viii

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

• Congregational leaders who desire to serve with greater faithful-
ness, effectiveness, and innovation.

• Christian ministers who seek to pursue and sustain excellence in 
ministry 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 along-
side 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 institu-
tions, 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, 
332 Valley Springs Road, Columbia, SC 29223-6934

Voice: 803.622.0923, www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org
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Preface
Learning Longer-term Leadership from Creation

According to the Genesis story of creation, the world was born 
simply and naturally. God sorted out the original chaos and seeded a 
burgeoning world. Day by day, the Creator was pleased with the deft 
touch and the enlivening breath of his craftsmanship. Creation unfolded 
at God’s pace. Everything he touched was good, perfectly good. And, 
we humans had the best of the best. 

We humans enjoyed a garden home. Our fi rst job was to grow things. 
We were responsible for the garden and for cultivating its living things. 
The sun and the moon paced the seasons of growth. A tree, the oldest 
perennial plant on earth, shaded the center of the garden. God was before 
it all, behind it all, ahead of it all, in it all, and above it all. We happily 
mirrored our Creator and enjoyed his creation. The future was in motion. 
It was an elegant paradise. 

The garden was a fruitful and productive setting. Swimming things 
and fl ying things and walking things fl ourished. The rains and the winds 
stimulated God’s perfect creation. It was time to change rhythms, to 
rest from the work of crafting, and to sanctify and celebrate the perfect 
future.

But, trouble arose in paradise. A reptile, a beast whose ilk is wired 
always to survive but never to think, tempted the fi rst gardeners to violate 
the spirit of the garden and the love of the Gardener. That’s exactly what 
we shortsightedly did. By human choice, by our vote, paradise became 
a broken world. We did it for ourselves and to ourselves. We acted like 
God had nothing to do with our lives. Then, we left that legacy for 
humankind’s future.

To this day, we’re heirs to gardens and trees and reptiles. Like them, 
we, too, have choices we make day-by-day. Some of our decisions refl ect 
the natural relationships of the original garden. In other choices, we 
abdicate our futures and leave the world to the instincts of the snake. 
Fortunately for us, we can still learn from gardens and trees and seasons. 
Best of all, we can learn from the Gardener and his creative pattern. We 
can discover ways to relate to living things. We can commit ourselves to 
the long-term vitality, health, and immunity in our faith communities.

As congregational leaders, we are often pressed to choose shorter 
term results and set aside longer term harvests. This same dilemma 
shows up in nature. Some plants are annuals—growing, blooming, and 
dying in a single season. But perennial plants grow season after season. 
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In our microwave world, the perennial pattern is too rarely followed by 
church leaders. This book is intended to challenge shortsightedness and 
to show the biblical faithfulness of a longer range perennial approach 
to leadership
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INTRODUCTION

What Makes “Perennial 
Churches” Distinctive and Rare?

What makes the difference? Some congregations are well born and 
live well. Others are stillborn or get sick and die young. Some barely 
manage to eke out thin survival. We’ve seen these patterns. We know the 
contours of the basic story, don’t we? Thankfully, some churches thrive 
and fl ourish. But, what makes the difference between congregations 
showing vitality and the ones that merely hang on?

Church growth literature has typically stressed beginnings. Good 
start-ups are an understandable growth emphasis. Without a promising 
birth, churches rarely do well—either short-term or long-range. That’s a 
truism. On the other end of the life cycle, roughly eight of ten American 
congregations are either static or in decline. We are a bit embarrassed 
when a congregation actually closes its doors. The implication is that 
they weren’t faithful enough or didn’t work hard enough or exercise 
enough fl exibility and creativity. 

Maybe there’s more to the congregational birth-and-death story 
than we’ve told so far. Perhaps there’s another dimension to be explored 
between the “boom beginning” success stories and the “demeaning 
death” obituaries. What if we seeded and cultivated our congregations 
for the longer growing season? What if we thought about more than labor 
pains? What if we led in ways that might grow health and immunity 
and forestall or avoid death throes?
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Taking the Longer Look: Perennial Churches in the Spotlight

This book is about church growth and health from a different 
angle—long-term growth and vitality. From that perspective, we will 
explore “perennial churches,” churches that have grown and stayed vital 
for 25–30 years or more. These rare churches emphasize:

• More about lasting than starting
• More about God’s kingdom than techniques or tricks-of-the-trade
• More about magnetism than magnitude
• More about leading than mimicking 

If you’re curious about these themes, too, read on. Seven exciting 
stories of perennial churches will unfold their discoveries.

Life Is a Choice

In a comparative study of societies that collapsed and earned their 
place in history as failed communities, Jared Diamond1 notes fi ve broad 
patterns in cultural ruin and societal death: 

Societies die when 

• they use up their natural resources or reduce their environment’s 
resiliency to such a marginal level of fragility that the damage 
is beyond repair. Cutting all of a region’s trees and eroding the 
topsoil, inviting a Dust Bowl that undercuts food production and 
starves populations is one instance. 

• their climates change. Volcanic eruptions, ice ages, and global 
warming are examples of this threat.

• their neighbors become hostile and attack or at least besiege them. 
Barbarians at the gates kill cultures as well as populations.

• the neighbors neglect them or withhold support. Friendly neigh-
bors are trading partners and share cultural identities. When 
friend ly interchange wanes, societies are at risk.

• they fail to respond creatively and actively to the challenges 
arising from the fi rst four issues. 

So the basic death sentence of a society may be a lack of imagination 
and nerve. Death and life are decisions living communities make by 
their choices and behaviors. For the most part, societies die when they 
live for the short-term and neglect their future possibilities. They settle 
to live like annual plants and forget the perennial option of thriving 
season after season.

Does Diamond have some warning fl ags for churches? Do congre-
gations also erode themselves to death, fail to adapt to changes, forget to 
be good neighbors, or, worse yet, do all of the above? What leadership 
lessons can we learn from the healthiest living communities? How can 
church leaders leave a long-term legacy rather than simply making a 
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short-term mark in the world? How do churches live or die by their 
choices and behavior patterns? 

Beginning with the Future in Mind

When I read about Japanese bonsai growers handing down their 
miniature trees from generation to generation as valued parts of their 
estate, I get a concrete sense of the patience and future-orientation 
of Eastern culture. That contrasts dramatically with our Western, 
particularly American, view of production. In the Industrial Age mindset, 
the productive timeline is extremely short. We usually want more and 
more, faster and faster, cheaper and cheaper. Sadly, to grow something for 
our great-grandchildren is beyond our thinking, even as Christians. Isn’t 
that an ironic position for those of us who are invested in eternity?

For the past four hundred years, we Westerners have largely 
forgotten how to lead living things. Rather, we’ve thought and acted in 
mechanical fashion. It’s the legacy of the Industrial Era. Communities 
have been reduced to cogs. Even our congregations and volunteer groups 
are thought of as machines with compartments and programs and 
managers. Although the Industrial mindset began to wane in the 1970s, 
this tenacious viewpoint continues to shape and taint our approach to 
religious leadership. In contrast, theology has a clear testimony. From 
a Christian perspective, the church of Jesus Christ is alive. We treat 
churches as alive and lively, adapting and vital. Christian congregations 
are alive—it’s a basic affi rmation of faith.

The Creator God has fi lled our world with living things—including 
faith families—as models for learning leadership.2 The Creator breathed 
world and Word into existence. That creativity stimulates us to discover 
ways to be church and to lead churches. Celtic Christians long ago saw 
the connection between God’s world of creation and God’s inspired 
Word. It’s an approach we can lean on for our faith, too.

The creation points us toward organic foundations for congrega-
tional leaders. Its example offers dynamic guidance to leaders of living 
communities:

• Believe the church of Jesus Christ is alive.
• Treat congregations as living communities.
• Celebrate that living things change as long as they live.
• Cultivate existing pools of health and energy for growth.
• Invest in roots and immune systems.
• Lead with future seasons in mind.

Are you ready to examine perennial churches and their leaders?





PART I

Planting Perennial 
Communities

Rooting for the Long Haul 
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Growing Perennially

Our created world enjoys a wide variety of life. In the plant world, 
we typically distinguish between perennial plants and annuals. It’s 
no surprise that the word perennial comes from the Latin term for 
perpetual. In contrast to annuals with a lifespan of a single growing 
season, perennials live on and on. They live and grow season after 
season. That’s the simplest answer to what makes perennials—plants 
or churches—special. But, that’s only part of the story. Not only do 
perennials survive, they also can and do thrive.

Perennials—royalty in the world of living and growing things—have 
the knack of living on and on. This book profi les a cluster of perennial 
churches, those special and unusual congregations with long growth 
arcs and extended lifetimes of vigor. While these churches typify a 
specifi c aspect of perennial life, they also embody the larger cluster of 
characteristics of perennials. They help raise and answer a key question: 
what helps churches thrive, adapt, and grow over a quarter century or 
more?

Cut Flowers versus Perennial Growth

We Westerners live in a “cut fl ower” world, according to some 
observers. We Americans are an especially impatient people. We demand 
instant gratifi cation, quick fi xes, fast food, short cuts, winning streaks, 
and overnight success. We want our church growth microwave fast and 
dramatic as well. We Americans expect our religion to provide quick 
payoffs, like annual plants that fl ower rapidly in a single growing season. 
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Consequently, we’re too willing to cut our religious fl owers early and 
to start over every season. In the same vein, our church growth stories 
concentrate on big beginnings, boom churches, and impressive short-
term attendance numbers.

Although he was describing American values when he lamented our 
“cut fl ower” civilization, Elton Trueblood1 depicted our impatient Western 
churches as well. Cut fl owers may be showy, dramatic, and beautiful, 
but they have no root system and, therefore, no future. Trueblood called 
for reinvigorated faith to provide roots and durability for our world. He 
wanted religious faith in the West to have the strength to sustain ethical, 
moral, and social leadership perennially in our culture.

Trueblood saw clearly that faith is a journey, not a jiffy. That’s true 
for both personal faith and congregational life. Healthy growth takes 
time. Christian faith is a lifestyle rather than a magic formula. The old 
English adage for how perennials grow may be true for many living 
communities:

“First year sleeps, 
second year creeps, 
third year leaps.”

While strategic patience is required in all healthy churches, some 
congregations are “perennials”—successful and durable, rooted and 
identifi ed, fl ourishing and reproducing year after year. 

Profi ling Perennial Churches

For purposes of this study, the seven churches profi led here share 
three broad-based, defi ning marks of ministry.

 1.  Perennial churches have healthy 25–30 year or longer growth arcs, 
showing durability, vitality, and creativity. 

 2. Perennial churches grow, adapt, and multiply their ministries 
steadily. They are both productive and reproductive.

 3. Perennial churches live and thrive over time, cultivating their core 
identity without fads and in less than perfect conditions. 

What explains their growth and steadfastness? Why do some 
congregations deepen, heighten, and widen their reach and outreach over 
time? Which characteristics of perennial plants do these congregations 
demonstrate year after year? Their stories will be told by their sources, 
but the leadership interpretation emerging from those stories will be 
mine alone.

Seven Strengths: A Perennial Primer

Botanically, a perennial—literally “through” plus “year”—is a plant 
that produces fl owers and seeds through more than one year. Perennials 
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give us lots to eat and enjoy. Fruit and nut trees provide signifi cant 
amounts of food for humans. Shrubs and fl owers provide color and 
texture in yards and habitats. And, turf grasses for lawns are now the 
biggest agricultural cash crop in America.2 Perennials are important to 
us. In simplest botanical terms, perennials live on season after season.

Specifi cally, other than mere length of life, perennials contrast with 
annual plants in at least seven signifi cant ways. Does the same cluster 
of seven strengths apply to congregations, too? What can congregational 
leaders discover about planting for health and immunity season after 
season?

#1–Perennials Refl ect Their Planters’ Purpose 
The seeds or root stocks of annuals and perennials look pretty much 

alike to the naked eye. The blooms are similar. But their life spans and 
growth arcs are dramatically different. The difference in most annual 
and perennial gardens is in the design. Perennials are usually planted 
with more deliberation since they’ll be back again in a new season. 
Garden design is shaped by what their gardeners intend when they 
place perennials in the soil at planting time. Some gardeners are freestyle, 
creating the look of a wildfl ower meadow. Other gardeners are precise, 
crafting English gardens with their carefully shaped and manicured 
contours. It depends on the gardener’s intention and purpose.

Congregations are called to serve as cultivators of God’s kingdom. 
Soul gardening3 is the sole redemptive purpose of congregations and 
believers. There’s no other reason for Christian ministry—nothing more, 
nothing less, nothing else—than planting and nurturing the reign of God 
in individual lives and in human history. We are Christian disciples who 
reproduce Christian disciples (Mt. 28:19–20).

The kingdom of God is the spotlighted theological theme in the 
New Testament. Not only was the kingdom of God the theme Jesus 
taught and preached primarily during his ministry, the same emphasis 
also continues throughout the New Testament. For example, the book of 
Acts is the chronicle of the early church’s expansion. That book begins 
and ends with its message rooted fi rmly in the kingdom of God. In the 
opening paragraph of the book (Acts 1:3), Jesus spoke of the kingdom of 
God after his resurrection. In the fi nal verse of the book, Paul preached the 
kingdom of God in his waning days (Acts 28:31). Like bookends, God’s 
kingdom brackets not only the book of Acts, but all we do as Christian 
disciples and witnesses.

Coaching Questions to Help Your Church Look at Its 
Original Purposes

• How does our church cultivate Christian disciples for the “king-
dom of God”? 
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• Have we practiced these core Christian beliefs from our begin-
nings?

• What seeds or root stock were planted here originally?
• How has the DNA of our congregation consistently maintained 

itself over time?
• What’s the most distinctive, long-term ministry of our congre-

gation?
• What’s our congregation’s “claim to fame”? 
• How is the kingdom of God refl ected in our ministry pattern?

#2–Perennials Grow Stronger Root Systems 

Perennials gather water and nutrients more effi ciently, thereby 
getting a running start when new growing seasons emerge. Prairie 
grasses, 99 percent of which are perennials, are vivid examples of 
perennials’ sturdy root networks. Jon Piper, expert on the diversity of 
prairie grasses, points out that 70 percent of the living weight of prairies 
is underground. Like an underground neighborhood, the prairie’s root 
systems are made up of “the nitrogen fi xers, the deep-rooted ones that 
dig for water, the shallow-rooted ones that make the most of a gentle 
rain, the ones that grow quickly in the spring to shade out weeds, the 
ones that resist pests or harbor heroes such as benefi cial insects.”4 The 
majority of the prairie grass is unseen, a sturdy system of roots. But, 
without roots, there are no shoots.

Look at the shade trees in your yard. Most of them have root systems 
that extend out three times beyond the diameter of the leafy canopy. They 
sink roots deep and wide before they contribute shade, fruit, nuts, and 
fl owers to their environs. It’s no accident that trees are the longest-living 
organisms on earth. They have great root systems.

How can we know we’re being true to a faith community’s root 
system? In the so-called social sector, the Cleveland Orchestra is an 
interesting case study.5 Tom Morris became the executive director in 
1987 with a simple mandate—make a great orchestra even greater. But, 
how do you know an orchestra is growing from great to greater and 
improving in the eyes of the community? Morris helped the orchestra 
examine its performance to be sure it was superior, its impact to be sure 
it was distinctive, and its contribution to be sure it was enduring.

“Superior performance” by the orchestra was observed in several 
strategic responses:

• more standing ovations by audiences
• a wider range of diffi cult musical selections in performances
• an increasing demand for tickets
• more invitations for repeat concert performances in America and 

Europe
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“Distinctive impact” was seen in a variety of patterns

• programming styles copied by others
• increasing civic pride as noticed in Clevelanders bragging about 

the orchestra
• providing a setting for grief with a concert two nights after 9–11
• leavening the community through the leadership of orchestra 

members

“Lasting endurance” was confi rmed by an array of “heritage” be-
haviors:

• sustaining musical excellence across generations of conductors
• broadening and deepening the donor and endowment bases
• strengthening the orchestra’s organization during and after Tom 

Morris’ tenure

Roots and foundations are critical to long-term stability and 
pro ductivity. The orchestra fl ourished by drawing on its deep root 
system.

Coaching Questions to Guide Your Church in Exploring Its 
Root System

• How has our church rooted itself in ways that have created foun-
dations for longer-term growth?

• How has our church been faithful to its root system and longer-
term values? How have we clarifi ed our identity in Christ?

• How have we taken time to build good foundations here?
• How do we anticipate what comes next and change from our root 

system? 

#3–Perennials Are Resilient and Tough 

Perennials don’t require ideal, hospitable, or resource-rich conditions 
to fl ourish. Perennials cover and hold soil better than annuals. They may 
even enrich their seedbeds themselves; 30% of the root systems of prairie 
grasses are self-fertilizing, decaying into the soil to add organic matter.6 
They “invest” in the stewardship of their setting. Legumes, plants that 
store up necessary nitrogen in their root systems, combine crop yield 
with enrichment for their own seedbeds.7 Additionally, perennials show 
resilience. They resist “plagues” better—coping with pests,8 resisting 
disease, and weathering drought well.

Annual plants tend to be selfi sh. Most annuals are purchased in 
garden shops already in bloom. They’re at or near their peaks when they 
go in the ground. Annuals have a one-season life span and compete to 
get everything they can while they can. They put nothing back into their 
seedbeds. They have no sense of stewardship. 
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Churches may adopt an annual mindset, too. They may see every 
other church or helping agency as a rival. They want a clear fi eld all 
to themselves, making their own survival paramount. When they feel 
crowded or threatened, they may fi ght off their rivals, move to greener 
pastures, or simply wall themselves off and function in isolation.

Coaching Questions about Your Church’s Sturdiness 
and Durability

• What has been the most traumatic situation our church has faced, 
a decision or detour that could have derailed it? 

• When have we been closest to death?
• How have we stayed steady and faithful when circumstances 

pressured us to choose lesser options?
• Have we grown beyond community conditions here? 
• What has happened in neighboring churches over the past 20–25 

years?
• Has our vitality been more theologically based or sociologically 

based? 
• Are we strong because of what we believe and practice, or do we 

depend on favorable neighborhood demographics and expan-
sion?

• What challenges have appeared here over and over again? How 
have they been faced?

• Have we seen our ministry context enriched? Have we “built up 
our seedbeds”?

#4–Perennials Thrive in “Mixed Meadows”

Perennials usually grow amid blends of plants. The tall grass prairies 
of the American West typically mixed four types of grasses and other 
plants. The prairies were examples of one truth in the perennial world: 
the best hedge against disaster is variety.9 However, in the nearly 10,000 
years since the advent of agriculture, we have steadily chosen to base our 
food supply on annual crops. That decision has discounted perennials 
as important sources of nourishment. We’ve migrated toward the quick 
(and the quickly dead) in our food supply.

During the fi rst two centuries of American history, new church 
starts were generally intentional attempts to reach entire and intact 
neighborhoods. Then, late in the twentieth century, the homogenous 
growth principle began to be applied in church growth. New starts were 
designed to become communities of like minds and compatible lifestyles 
by helping “birds of a feather fl ock together.” Although sometimes 
regional in outreach, these congregations were largely populated by 
members who were alike in background, income, education, and outlook. 
“Mixed meadows” were ignored.
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The Pentecost story in Acts 2 shows that the Gospel appeals to 
all people, and the Holy Spirit reaps in diverse fi elds. Think of it. The 
gathered crowd heard the preachers in their own languages—Parthians, 
Medes, Elamites, Mesopotamians, Judeans, Cappadocians, natives of 
Pontus, Asians, Phrygians, Egyptians, Libyans, Romans, Cretans, and 
Arabs (Acts 2:5–12). The Christian movement was planted and thrived 
in mixed meadows.

Coaching Questions to Consider about Ministry amid Diversity

• How have we diversifi ed and added new ministries while keep-
ing core ministries healthy?

• Have we bridged cultures and ministries here for growth?
• How have we dealt with diverse challenges?
• How has consistent direction been preserved amid multiple 

challenges here?
• How have we dealt with ministry fads?

#5–Perennials Grow from a Variety of Beginnings 

Most annuals are grown from seeds or by transplanting small plants. 
Growing from seeds, roots, cuttings, and division, perennials’ beginnings 
spring from a variety of sources. Perennials exercise more fl exibility than 
annuals in their beginnings. Seeds, bulbs, and divisions of older plants 
are common launch points for perennials. Dividing mature plants every 
three-to-fi ve years allows old plants to get a new lease on life, controls 
the size of existing plants, and multiplies the numbers of perennials in 
the garden. Flexibility aids survival and opens the door for longer-term 
thriving.

Some church growth specialists have “the method” for starting new 
churches. I recently saw one successful church planter lose his temper 
during a seminar because questions were asked about his approach. The 
questioner was seeking understanding, but the expert felt his style was 
being devalued. He was angered by the implication that other approaches 
might also work. I guess he wasn’t thinking of mixed meadows.

Coaching Questions to Clarify the Range of Factors in Your 
Church’s Launch

• How has our church benefi ted from being planted from multiple 
sources?

• How many different approaches have we used to plant new 
ministries here over time?

• How have we kept current growth from crowding future 
growth?

• Have we grown mostly by extension and division or by expansion 
of new ministries?
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#6–Perennials Grow during All Seasons 

Perennials are “three season” growers. They produce during spring, 
summer, and fall. Then, like most plants and some animals, perennials go 
into dormancy in cold weather climates during the winter season. But, 
their root systems remain alive and well, giving them a running start on 
new growing seasons. The obvious point here is that freezing doesn’t 
kill off perennials. Their hardiness and their deep root systems insulate 
and sustain them in the face of challenging circumstances.

Gardeners appreciate the cyclical nature of perennials. These growers 
always have beauty emerging in their fl owerbeds as well as beauty to 
anticipate in later cycles of growth. Using a three-season bloom strategy, 
they plan for living pictures outdoors during spring, summer, and fall. 
Churches pace themselves for three reasons: they give the Spirit time 
to work, they harvest only when the yield is ripe, and they take time to 
pace themselves and avoid burnout.

“All Seasons” Coaching Questions for Your Church

• Have we cultivated the rhythms of congregational life? Are we 
“three season” growers?

• How have we paced ministries here across time?
• How well do we cultivate cycles of intensity with times of respite, 

periods of racing with periods of pacing? When do we plant, and 
when do we let the ground rest and lay fallow?

• When does our congregation show the most energy? When is it 
most at rest?

• What core ministries never go dormant around here?
• How have we “harvested” ministries that were past their prime 

and then moved ahead?

#7–Perennials Reproduce with the Future in Mind 

Here in my home region of central Virginia, lawns are planted or 
overseeded in the fall. It’s called “the SOD method” for September 
and October through December. Plant in September, then water and 
protect from October to December—that’s the approach. The reason is 
simple. Fescue and other turf grasses, if planted in the cool weather 
months, will sink their roots into the soil quickly and withstand the 
cold of winter. Then, when the spring’s warmth arrives, these grasses 
are poised to get a head start on other plants. The horticulturists remind 
us—fi rst roots, then shoots. This principle applies to churches even 
more than lawns.

Christianity is faith with a long history and a vigorous hope. Specifi c 
events in the faith story occurred at identifi able points in time. We 
remember and celebrate Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; Saul, David, and 
Solomon; Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Amos; Jesus, Paul, and the heroes of 
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more contemporary ministry. We stand within a faith tradition. We have 
a story to tell again and again. We are guided by a liturgical year. In other 
words, Christianity understands seasonality. We also practice hope. We 
believe God holds history in His hands. He commands futures.

Coaching Questions about Present Status and Future 
Possibilities for Your Church

• How have we grown a promising future from a sturdy past?
• Can we seize God’s best futures, while still staying true to our 

roots?
• How can we evaluate our church’s ministries intentionally and 

seasonally?
• What are our church’s futures?

Perennial Profi les

The seven congregations profi led in the case histories that follow 
refl ect the seven unique characteristics of perennial plants. Honestly, 
each of these churches show most or all of the distinctive qualities 
of perennials. But each characteristic is matched with one church as a 
leadership case study in growth and health over time.

These congregational profi les are stories. That’s appropriate because 
stories of faith, testimonies of God-at-work in life, are a way we witness 
to the life of God in our lives. Personal stories of faith are part personal 
biography and part mystic memoirs. These personal faith narratives 
become more complex when they become community stories, when they 
are multiplied by the number of members in the entire congregation. 
Faith stories speak of both salvation and of sin, because we humans are 
fl awed. We’re a bit like a Navajo rug. When Navajo rug makers weave 
a rug, they deliberately put a fl aw in it. Their reasoning is simple: only 
God is perfect. These seven churches aren’t perfect, but they’ve shown 
their faithfulness to God season after season.

Leadership case studies are a common strategy for understanding 
how communities behave. The method is straightforward:

• A single issue is spotlighted. In this instance, the focal concern is 
why and how congregations have sustained growth and vitality 
across a minimum sweep of 25–30 years or longer.

• The living historical context is explored in depth. On-site inter-
views with current leaders and research of documents and records 
provide fi rsthand information and longer-term perspective on 
the lives of these perennial congregations. The questions from 
earlier in this chapter help frame the face-to-face conversations 
with leaders. 

Illustrations, vignettes, and stories, rather than formal or technical 
histories, are used to describe the settings and circumstances in which 
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decisions were made, actions taken, and ministry solutions uncovered. 
In other words, congregational leadership is the focus you’ll encounter 
again and again in this book.

As a consequence of using a leadership case history approach, you’ll 
read and compare the following:

• Profi les of congregational ministry and leadership
• Leadership applications of perennials’ characteristics
• Patterns of leadership
• Implications for congregational leaders

We should remind ourselves that the leaders of the seven profi led 
churches were simply trying to serve the kingdom of God. They 
weren’t deliberately intending to teach us how to lead in ways that 
grow perennial churches. But, we have the advantage of time and an 
outsider’s perspective. We can look over their shoulders and learn. We 
can see what they did and what we can do. Hopefully, from this angle, 
we can see the bigger picture and sense broader implications. Learning 
from the distances of time and perspective provides us some leadership 
rehearsal. We can “open off-Broadway” before we’re faced with all the 
demands of congregational leadership.

Mapping the Perennial Garden

Seven cases, a limited sample, are presented here. Even though 
seven is considered a perfect number in biblical studies, it’s a minimum 
landscape for leaders. Only churches from Reformation traditions are 
profi led here, and only the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States is 
considered. You’re invited to test the principles of perennial leadership, 
to expand the experience and research base geographically and 
denominationally, and to enhance your own ability to help God grow our 
congregations season after season. It’s worth reminding ourselves that 
perennial plants—and perennial churches—have no lifetime guarantees. 
Studies of great companies remind us that it’s the rarest of organizations 
that grows forever. But, some faith communities thrive over long periods 
of time, or, as described here, they grow perennially.

Listed below are the seven perennial churches chosen for our study, 
along with the perennial characteristics that are featured in their cases. 
The theme running throughout all of our cases is how to lead these rare 
congregations that are in Kingdom ministry for the long haul. You’ll 
read about old churches that become young again, churches that nearly 
die and then rise from the dead, churches that creatively interact with 
their communities and world, and churches that produce change in their 
ministry settings and beyond. These churches range from nearly two 
hundred years old to only thirty years of ministry. Here’s the lineup.

Mission Baptist Church in Locust, N.C., reflects the design of a 
purposive perennial congregation. This church is more than one hundred 
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years old and has been transformed into a focused, consistent disciple-
making community of faith in recent years. 

Second Baptist Church in Richmond, Va., is an example of a rooted 
perennial congregation. Second’s beginning DNA is refl ected throughout 
its nearly two-hundred-year ministry. Season after season, through good 
times and bad, Second Baptist has lived and ministered out of its deep 
and strong root system.

Saint Mark’s United Methodist Church, Midlothian, Va., exemplifi es 
a resilient perennial congregation. Unlike many congregations that 
are spotlighted in some church growth studies, Saint Mark’s has been 
challenged with diffi culties along its path and looked death in the eye, 
but it has responded with new vitality and steadiness.

Bon Air Baptist Church in Richmond, Va., is an example of a diverse 
perennial congregation. Bon Air has cultivated a “mixed meadow” of 
missions and ministries and has developed an array of outreaches to its 
community and world.

The Brandermill Church, Midlothian, Va., an ecumenical congregation 
with Presbyterian and Methodist ties, lives out the advantages of a 
fl exible perennial congregation. For thirty years, this unique church has 
shown internal strength and external sensitivity.

St. Mark’s Reformed Church, Burlington, N.C., began as a German-
speaking congregation for immigrant farmers in North Carolina’s 
Piedmont region in the mid-1800s. It’s now a regional church in multiple 
sites and a model of a productive perennial congregation.

Second Presbyterian Church, Roanoke, Va., a historic, century-old 
church with a bright future, is a clear example of a futuristic perennial 
congregation. This congregation has built on its identity to claim its 
tomorrows and is moving forward deliberately and faithfully.

The Seed Catalog

Now it’s time to look at the profiles of these seven perennial 
congregations and their leadership patterns. Enjoy the lessons of churches 
that have grown God-ward season after season.
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