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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 
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 
concerning 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 church to pursue and sustain vital Christ-centered ministry. You 
can connect with us at www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org.

Primarily serving congregations, denominations, educational insti tu-
tions, leadership development programs, and parachurch organizations, the 
Partnership also seeks to connect with individuals, busi  nesses, 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
This book fl ows out of my life journey of thirty-seven years of 

ministry among congregations and denominations. Those years were 
preceded by eighteen years of growing up inside congregations and 
denominational organizations 24/7/365.

This journey is the result of a ministry fi lled with passion to help 
congregations reach their full Kingdom potential. This book is a di-
rect result of personal work in the area of consulting, coaching, and 
teaching congregations the things they need to experience if they are 
to know how to pursue and sustain a vital Christian ministry.

For parts of four decades, I have worked in the areas of re-
search, writing, teaching, consulting, and coaching in the processes 
written about in this book. The material in this book has been 
used throughout North America among more than thirty different 
denominations—from Assembly of God to Episcopalian, from Pres-
byterian to Lutheran, from Wesleyan to Methodist, from Disciples 
to Evangelical Free, and from American Baptist to Southern Baptist 
to European Baptist. 

One major launching pad was a seminary graduate research 
project on one hundred churches in fi fteen different cities. This proj-
ect sought to discover what produces effectiveness in congregations 
facing multiple issues of transition and change. This research showed 
that three words illustrate the difference between congregations who 
diminish and congregations who thrive in the midst of great challenge. 
These words are: Vision Plus Intentionality.

I followed up this research with an in-depth investigation of 
what a consultation process might look like that would increase 
the chances that congregations could thrive rather than diminish. 
Since that research almost three decades ago, I have worked as a 
consultant, coach, or teacher to more than a thousand congregations 
and fi ve hundred denominational organizations. I have lectured in 
numerous seminaries or divinity schools in various North American 
locations on subjects related to this book. I have also trained almost 
a thousand consultants and/or coaches in strategic processes related 
to congregations. Now it is time to put this information in book form 
for sharing with a larger audience.
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Who Made This Journey Possible?
Many people and numerous experiences have served as my 

mentors and coaches. Without them, I would not have developed 
the knowledge and experience base that makes this book possible. 
Their contributions to my life fi ll the depths of this book. Five dif-
ferent types of mentors or coaches have contributed to my ability to 
share the insights in this book. 

First, other consultants and coaches taught me how to do assess-
ment, intervention, and learning with congregations. Chief among 
these is Lyle Schaller. I began reading his books and learning from 
him almost forty years ago. Although I corresponded with Lyle during 
my seminary research, my fi rst opportunity to learn from him face-
to-face was twenty-seven years ago when I spent a week with him at 
The Yokefellow Institute in Richmond, Indiana. Lyle will be the most 
surprised that I fi nally got around to completing a book.

During my early years of congregational work, Speed Leas was 
close behind Lyle Schaller in his infl uence on my consulting and 
intervention style. I began reading his writings on confl ict manage-
ment more than thirty years ago, corresponded with him during my 
seminary research, and began taking training from him twenty-four 
years ago. 

Second, many ministry colleagues have infl uenced my work. 
Robert [Bob] Dale showed up on my radar screen when his book 
To Dream Again was published in 1981. A colleague, Jere Allen, 
and I had also been working on the type of life cycle approach to 
congregational life that Bob popularized in his book. I continue to 
work on this life cycle approach, which you will see introduced in 
chapter 5.

Jere Allen, the colleague with whom I wrote the manual Shaping 
a Future for the Church in the Changing Community, has been a friend 
over the past four decades. Wow, that is hard to believe! His passion 
for the church has always been a strong motivation for me.

Don Hammer believed in me early in my ministry. Perhaps at 
fi rst his belief was based on the recommendation of others. Very 
quickly, however, Don showed that he trusted me to act quickly and 
decisively to help congregations and local denominational organ-
izations—known as associations in Baptist life—soar with their calling, 
gifts, and strengths. He gave me a challenge in 1981 that resulted in 
a very fulfi lling strategy known as Mega Focus Cities. This strategy 
concentrated Baptist resources on the fi fty largest metropolitan areas 
in the continental United States.
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Third, mentors and teachers encouraged me along my own jour-
ney. Willis Bennett was my academic mentor during my ten years 
of seminary work in Louisville, Kentucky. He was my advocate who 
found ways to gain permission for me to try things that did not exactly 
fi t the catalogue, but made more sense than those things that did.

Larry McSwain, a colleague of Willis Bennett and a primary aca-
demic and professional coach to me, still challenges me today as we 
collaborate on various projects. What I know about intervention into 
systems I learned best from Larry in the classroom while serving as 
a student assistant to him, and when challenged by his presentations 
and dialogue through the years. We are still collaborating on projects 
of support to the work of God’s kingdom on earth.

Fourth, two congregations are highly signifi cant to me. Gregory 
Memorial Baptist Church in Baltimore, Maryland, nurtured me from 
the fi rst through tenth grades, and then tolerated me as a member 
for a couple of years as a young adult. These caring people provided 
me a foundation of biblical, spiritual, Christian understandings and 
practices that prepared me for the challenges of my adult ministry. 
They even allowed me to practice—however badly—my emerging 
consultation skills on them during my early years of consulting. 
Granted, my father was the pastor, but it was more than Dad. It was 
a collection of gifted people who were not afraid to expose me to the 
good, bad, and ugly of congregational life and dare me to learn from 
it in a way that I could serve other congregations.

Everything I really needed to know about Christian ministry I 
learned at West Side Baptist Church in the Portland community of 
Louisville, Kentucky. I served this congregation as community min-
ister and then pastor during my core seminary years. They taught 
me so much. I still love telling the stories of that congregation and 
its people. 

Many of the signifi cant things I learned were unrealized at the 
time, but blossomed in later years. Often I have enjoyed playing 
“Monday morning quarterback” on so many ministry situations I 
encountered. They were a rich laboratory where I learned through 
action and then refl ection.

It is no trite statement that my parents—G.W. and Mozelle 
Bullard—taught me phenomenal things about congregational life and 
ministry and are my fi fth category of mentors and coaches. I learned 
so much at the breakfast, lunch, and supper table of my minister, 
missionary, and denominationally dedicated parents. By adulthood, 
I felt like I already had a generation of experience in the dynamics 
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of congregations and denominations. As a colleague—Bob Wiley—
says about our common background, we learned many things about 
religious organizational life from our families, yet we have no idea 
where or when we learned them. We just know them.

I have spent so much time sharing my mentor and coach heritage 
in order that you and I both are reminded that very little we know 
comes to us without cumulative experience and interaction with real 
people and real situations. None of us are born experts, and perhaps 
the longer we live, the more we realize the less we really know that 
fi ts the category known as “expertise.” We are all on a humble journey 
dependent on the Triune God. 

It is in this spirit that I seek in this book to share with you all 
the really important things I remember about helping congregations 
reach their full Kingdom potential. Hang on. The ride is fast. The 
fi re hydrant of learning is open, and I am asking you to take a sip or 
two of water.
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INTRODUCTION

What Kind of Journey for What
Kind of Congregation?

Welcome to a journey! A spiritual strategic journey for your
congregation. Hang on. It may be a wild journey. It will at least be a
journey with opportunities for insights, reflections, actions, and
accountability about your congregation’s journey. My hope is that it
will be a journey in the direction of the full Kingdom potential for
your congregation in response to a God-called, Christ-centric, faith-
based sense of mission and vision.

All kinds of congregations will benefit from this material. Smaller
membership congregations, as well as very large congregations, will
find affirmations and challenges for their journeys. The journey will
be different for each congregation. Your congregation is a unique
fellowship of people with varying spiritual gifts, life skills, and
personality preferences. This book suggests processes to help you
assess your unique characteristics and travel forward into God’s future
for your congregation.

My generation has explored many unique strategies and methods
to help congregations losing ground in our nation’s culture wars.
Contextual performance categories became popular during the 1960s.
Growth and strategy planning performance categories rose to
popularity during the 1970s. Size performance categories were in
vogue during the 1980s. Health performance categories of various
types had ascendancy during the 1990s.
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For me the current decade is characterized by performance
categories that center on the spiritual and strategic journey of
congregations. Using categories to think spiritually and strategically
about congregations does not mean I stereotype them. It means that
I benchmark them against certain Kingdom standards of performance.

How Will This Journey Help Your Congregation Pursue
Its Full Kingdom Potential?

The purpose of this book is to help congregational and denomi-
national leadership empower congregations along a spiritual strategic
journey. The book provides clear approaches to assessment, learning,
and action that congregations must take along their spiritual and
strategic journey, a journey toward reaching their full Kingdom
potential.

The number of plateaued and declining congregations throughout
North America is at an all-time high. So unfortunately, this book has
a growing market. An increasing number of congregations are ready
for approaches that are effective and lasting. This book gives such
congregations maps for the journey to use to meet the outreach and
growth potential of their congregations in the postmodern context of
the twenty-first century. I have seen congregational and denominational
leaders use this material to help congregations soar. You can, too!

This book offers a new paradigm for churches wanting to grow.
This is not just another process for congregational redevelopment. It
learns from the past but does not simply repackage strategic planning
models from the past four decades. It uses a journey motif that is
open-ended, custom-made, and locally owned, rather than a closed
process that is intended to work for any congregation. The focus is
on capacity building in each congregation, so that learning what works
and how to hardwire new learning into the congregation is a strong
component of the process recommended.

This book is a twenty-first–century process, aware that an in-
creasing number of processes relevant to congregational life are right-
brained in orientation rather than left-brained, and postmodern rather
than modern. This calls for congregations to take a narrative approach
to their futuring as they respond to the new thing God is seeking to
do in and through them.

This book will help pastors, staff ministers, lay leaders, denomi-
national servants, parachurch leaders, and consultants or coaches to
understand the spiritual and strategic journey in which congregations
must engage to be able to reach their full Kingdom potential. You
should use this book as a guide to assess your congregation and to
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launch a spiritual strategic journey. Properly taken, this journey will
improve the internal and external ministries of your congregation.
You will be more effective in evangelism, new member recruitment
and assimilation, discipleship development, leadership development,
and ministry mobilization. Your congregation will learn to act in ways
that carry out the mission you perceive God has for your congregation.

How Is This Book Organized?
Chapter 1 provides an overview of the stated and implied

processes for helping a congregation reach its full Kingdom potential.
Chapters 2 through 10 talk in specifics about the processes for helping
a congregation reach its full Kingdom potential. Chapters 11 and 12
deal with two special issues: the process of coaching congregations to
pursue their full Kingdom potential, and the implications of this book
for denominational organizations.

Each chapter follows a specific organizational outline:

1. A short executive summary
2. The chapter’s main text with a coaching break
3. “Coaching Insights”
4. “Personal Reflections”

The short executive summary provides insight into the key content
of each chapter. The main text takes you another step along the
journey to your congregation’s full Kingdom potential.  Somewhere
along the way we take a coaching break. “Coaching Insights” provide
questions for readers to answer about themselves and their congre-
gation in light of the chapter’s main text. “Personal Reflections” invite
you to journal your reflections on the material presented in the chapter
and to list the actions you need to take about your life, ministry, and/
or congregation based on the material the chapter presents. These
“Personal Reflections” also challenge you to indicate how and by
whom you want to be held accountable for taking these actions. The
bias is for transformational action to occur in the life and ministry of
your congregation.

Where Can I Find More Up-to-Date Information?
Several barriers have kept me from writing this book for about

twenty years. First, I wanted to be sure I had enough right stuff to say
that would really contribute. Because of the encouragement of others,
I think I finally have that.

Second, I try to always be learning, and I could not feel good
about the year it takes to get a traditional book out. Often I felt that
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by the time the book came out I would be down the road past that
material and not be proud of the actual book. Well, I have learned to
accept that, and I have discovered web logs, or “blogs.”

If you want to know my current thoughts about what I am saying
in this book, go to www.BullardJournal.org and check out the category
with this book’s title. I invite you to use that site to comment on what
you read in this book. It will help me improve my next book
manuscript.

COACHING INSIGHTS

As you weave your way through this book, it is important to
understand your beginning point. Consider these issues:
� What are the current signs of health and strength in your

congregation on which you can build an excellent, effective future?
� Is your congregation currently traveling along a spiritual strategic

journey? If so, what characterizes that journey? Does your congre-
gation have Vision Plus Intentionality as a part of its journey?

� What is the full Kingdom potential of your congregation? Is your
current journey sufficiently spiritual and strategic to pull you
forward to your full Kingdom potential?

� Who has made your personal journey possible? What are their
contributions to your life and ministry? Who is your coach for
your current journey?

� What factors make your congregation’s journey possible? What
are the contributions of the past and present of your congregation
that give you both heritage and hope in God’s future for your
congregation? Who is your congregation’s coach for your current
spiritual strategic journey?
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PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

YOUR REFLECTIONS: What are your reflections on the material
presented in this introduction?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

YOUR ACTIONS: What actions do you need to take about your life,
ministry, and/or congregation based on the material presented in
this introduction?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

YOUR ACCOUNTABILITY: How and by whom do you want to be held
accountable for taking these actions?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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CHAPTER 1

Understanding the Full Kingdom
Potential of Your Congregation

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a conceptual framework for
helping a congregation reach its full Kingdom potential. It deals with
the difference between church growth, church health, church faithful-
ness, church success, and church transformation. It seeks to position
the full Kingdom potential of a congregation as a journey rather than
a destination. It seeks to help congregations realize that they must be
molded in God’s image rather than in the image of humankind.

It’s Not about Closing the Gap
Let’s get right to it. One caution. Do not be turned off by these

first few paragraphs. Stay with the meaning of the text and read below
the surface. The implications for your congregation are earthshaking.

In this book I have no interest in several common approaches to
congregational vitality. I am particularly not interested in closing the gap
between where a congregation finds itself and where it wants to push forward
to become. Look with me at the difference between closing gaps and
taking a journey to reach your congregation’s full Kingdom potential.
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Church Growth

I am not interested in the growth of your congregation. It really
does not matter to me whether or not your congregation is growing
numerically. At its best church growth is an outward expression of a
desire for a local congregation to attract as many people as possible
into the Kingdom of God and into their congregation with its
discipleship practices.

Church growth at its worse is a self-serving, competitive desire
to win. The other side of the will to win is a willingness for other
congregations to lose. Church growth zeroes in on individuals you
want to participate in your congregation. In so doing church growth
risks treating these persons as objects rather than as persons of worth
created in the image of God to live and to love.

Growth can shape a congregation into a business that is trying to
make a profit. Church growth sells meaning to achieve profit or to close
the gap between the current size of the church and the potential size of
the church. But Kingdom potential is not about closing the gap.

Church Health

I am not interested in the health of your congregation. Church
health has at least two current meanings in the North American
church. Church health can mean emotional or family systems health.
The emotional quotient of a congregation is important. Congregational
members need to be persons who are healthy psychologically and
spiritually. However, an overemphasis on this type of church health
can result in a healthy congregation in neutral with no sense of
destination or journey. Health becomes an end result.

Church health can also mean a congregation with a healthy
balance of worship, evangelism, discipleship, fellowship, and ministry.
Such a congregation has the programs and systems of congregational
life aligned with theological understandings of what a congregation
ought to be. Some of these congregations soar with great excellence
and effectiveness. Church health approaches may lead to emotionally
healthy congregations and healthy, balanced congregations who have
closed the gap between being unhealthy  and being healthy. But
Kingdom potential is not about closing the gap.

Church Faithfulness

I am not interested in the faithfulness of your congregation.
Congregational faithfulness often focuses on the past. It centers
attention on what the church has always done, always believed, or
forever refused to do.  It presents present patterns of the congregation,
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its denomination, the historic Christian church, or the core values of
a movement within the denomination or historic church. Congre-
gational faithfulness is seldom a proactive position. Rather, most often
congregational faithfulness becomes a passive position seeking to
protect that congregation from patterns of thought or action that do
not fit the paradigm of the long-term leadership of the congregation.
Faithfulness is often the rallying cry of aging, plateaued, and declining
congregations.

Church faithfulness forgets that faithfulness alone is insufficient.
It must also have effectiveness and innovation to be complete.
Faithfulness focuses around substance. For faithfulness to be complete,
congregations must also close the gap with effective structures and
innovative styles. But Kingdom potential is not about closing the gap.

Church Success

I am not interested in the success of your congregation. Church
success usually focuses on the organizational success of the congre-
gation and not the spiritual fulfillment of the congregation. Church
success often relates to management goals such as reaching the budget,
achieving a certain membership or attendance size, surviving another
year to minister, or thriving once again as the congregation did in the
past.

Church success forgets that success is nothing without moving
from success to significance in ministry on one hand, and surrender
in service to God’s Kingdom on the other. But  Kingdom potential is
not about closing the gap.

Church Transformation

While I may be very interested in the transformation of your
congregation, this is not the destination I see for your congregation.
Congregations do need to transition, change, and transform. These
three concepts are highlighted throughout this book. Chapter 6 will
particularly focus on them. Transformation, however, implies a
destination. It is an act or process that can be finished. Once done, it
does not have to be done again in the eyes of many people. Thus, a
transformed congregation claims permanent transformation. Follow-
ing the transformation, it does not have to continue to work on
transformation issues.

Many congregations have used transformation processes bor-
rowed from the outside or those developed internally. Eventually
most churches reach a point where they feel the transformation process
is complete. They stop following the act or process of transformation.
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They do not realize that transformation is an ongoing spiritual process
that is leaving them behind. The transformed congregation loses track
of its ever-changing context and no longer follows a sense of spiritual
vision. Soon they discover or ignore a gap between where they are
and what it means to be transformed. But Kingdom potential is not
about closing the gap.

Transformation within a congregation is very similar to the
individual Christ-centric, faith-based journey. If a person stops a
personal transformational journey at the point he or she discovers
and embraces what it means to have a life-changing relationship with
God through Jesus Christ, then that person remains spiritually
immature and shallow, never experiencing the joys of a life fully
dedicated to a spiritual strategic journey focused on the Triune God.
But Kingdom potential is not about closing the gap.

It’s All about Your Full Kingdom Potential
Church growth, health, faithfulness, success, and even transfor-

mation all tend to have a focus on closing the gap between where
congregations are and where they want to be. This is a philosophy
known as Gapology. Gapology is the constant desire to close the gap
between where you are and where you want to be, which is primarily
transactional change. It may also be transformational change if
transformation is seen as a static destination. Gapology certainly does
not empower your church to live continually into your full Kingdom
potential.

In economics, Gapology relates to supply and demand. For a
company to realize profits, the gap between supply and demand must
always be as small as possible. Theologically Christianity falls into a
Gapology approach when it seeks to define God as being in the gap
between the known and the unknown. Such a God only fills in the
gaps scientific knowledge leaves. Such an approach reduces and
marginalizes our understanding of God.

Strategic approaches often seek to push forward or close the gap
in congregations. They are often problem-solving approaches that
reduce and marginalize a congregation’s core mission. These
approaches seek to discern and discover what is wrong, weak, and
missing and then make them right, strong, and present. Dialogue is
around the number of “No” votes present rather than the number of
“Yes” votes present.

The tendency in many approaches is for the destination to be a
static location. These approaches look for the areas of deficiency that
need to be corrected in order to bring the congregation to its desired
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location. Often these actions focus on issues of programs and
management. For example, the youth program needs fixing, the
worship services are dead, the finances are static, the membership
and attendance have plateaued, or long-tenured members are control-
ling the direction of the congregation.

Gapology focuses on what is thinkable, doable, and controllable.
As opposed to this, a spiritual strategic journey toward a congregation’s
full Kingdom potential can lead congregations to focus on the
unthinkable, the undoable, and the uncontrollable. Such focus comes
not by following strategic approaches but by following the leadership
of God. Kingdom potential pulls the congregations forward rather
than pushing it forward.

Empowering Congregational Futures

I am interested in empowering congregational futures. I am
interested in helping your congregation pursue, perfect, and be pulled
toward its full Kingdom potential. This involves a spiritual strategic
journey toward God’s ideal or perfect destination for your congre-
gation. I am interested in helping your unique Christ-centric, faith-
based community. I want your community to utilize fully its collective
spiritual giftedness, its life skills and strengths, and its personality and
cultural preferences so you can soar in response to God’s ideal or
perfect leading. This means you must visualize God’s future for your
specific congregation.

The full Kingdom potential for congregations must be discerned,
discovered, and developed one congregation at a time. Each
congregation must follow God’s leadership and find solutions in a
manner unique to the opportunities and challenges they face. While
God’s eternal mission for congregations remains the same, the
everlasting historic purpose, the enduring core values, and the
empowering vision of each congregation is unique.

I am interested in your congregation being reimaged in the image
of God. All too often we find congregations being reimaged in the
image of the latest church growth, health, faithfulness, success, or
transformation process of humankind. I am interested in helping your
congregation understand the context in which you find yourself and
then to fully, sacrificially, lovingly, and unconditionally minister
among the people in that context. At times that is a geographically
defined context; at other times it has a cultural, affinity groups, or
target group definition. Any of these are fine as long as they are the
context to which God has given you gifts, skills, and preferences for
exceptional ministry.
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I am interested in helping your congregation walk in the spirit of
2 Corinthians 5:7 that calls for Christians to “walk by faith, not by
sight.” That involves being embraced and captivated by God’s ideal
or perfect will for your congregation. This involves placing more
emphasis on visionary leadership and relationship experiences with
God, with one another, and with the context in which you serve than
it does on programs and management of your congregation.

Foundationally, my interest in this book is all about your full Kingdom
potential. Full refers to that which is comprehensive, far-reaching, and
thorough. Kingdom implies that which embraces the reign of God as a
focus rather than the realm of humankind. It implies a broad Christian
worldview rather than being concerned only about a single local
congregation. Potential refers to that which is impossible except for
the promise of God.

Are These Congregations Reaching Their
Full Kingdom Potential?

How do you know a congregation is reaching or has reached its
full Kingdom potential? What are the signs or characteristics? How is
this measured? The reality is that full Kingdom potential must be
defined one congregation at a time and probably cannot be objectively
measured. Even if you know the full and final story of a congregation’s
life and ministry, you may find it difficult to know if the congregation
ever reached its full Kingdom potential. A combination of congrega-
tional participants, sister congregations in a same or similar context,
and other outside observers might be able to discern if a congregation
ever reaches its full Kingdom potential.

Probably no congregation ever truly reaches its full Kingdom
potential. It may have periods of prime in its life, but each prime or
summit represents a beginning point for the next dimension of
ministry challenge. Study the following stories of several congregations
as examples of those who strove to reach their full Kingdom potential.

New Region Congregation

During the generation following World War II, a major Protestant
denomination started a new congregation in a region of the country
where they had never had congregations before. This congregation
was primarily composed of people from this denominational tradition.
Their jobs and education programs had taken them to this region.
From the beginning this was a reproducing congregation. It would
regularly send out groups from within its congregation to start new
congregations throughout the region. It would also sponsor, nest, or
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adopt new congregations of its denomination that began to emerge
from other efforts.

More than fifty years since the start of this congregation, almost
300 congregations of the denomination exist within a fifty-mile radius
of where this congregation started. More than 80 percent of the
congregations are primarily composed of non-Anglo Americans,
making this one of the most culturally diverse regions  of this
denomination in North America.

However, “New Region Congregation” no longer exists. It only
thrived for one generation, going out of existence when it was twenty
or so years old. It continually gave away its members to start new
congregations until it had no more people to give. It died serving its
context.

Did this congregation reach its full Kingdom potential? What
was its potential? Could it have balanced sacrificial mission and
ministry with efforts to attract new people to the founding congre-
gation, and continued its life as a flagship congregation of its
denomination in its region? Perhaps.

Small Rural Congregation

The “Small Rural Congregation” is one of five congregations
located in an unincorporated community of around 200 people. Each
of these five congregations averages between thirty-five and fifty-five
people for Sunday worship. It is estimated that only five families in
the community do not have some connection with one of these five
congregations. Over the past several years, members from “Small
Rural Congregation” have visited all five unchurched families several
times, seeking to recruit them for attendance and membership in
their church.

In one of the households, a woman from “Small Rural” discovered
that neither the mother nor the father could read and write. She
prepared herself for ministry by attending literacy missions training
that her denomination offered. She went to this family and offered to
teach the mother and the father to read and write with her newfound
skill. The mother and father readily accepted. Over the next eighteen
months to two years, she taught them to read and write at a level that
increased their functioning in their workplace and in the community.
She used a simplified version of the New Testament as one parallel
reading source.

While tutoring the parents, she developed a close and meaningful
relationship with them. Out of this, she had a natural, genuine
opportunity to share the story of her personal Christian faith. Through
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this endeavor, the mother and the father both came to a faith
relationship to God through Jesus Christ and became part of the Small
Rural Congregation. Their four children also joined them in this new
spiritual adventure.

Small Rural Congregation is, in Kingdom terms, a significantly
growing church because they have figured out a need in their
community and have effectively addressed this need. They have been
able to move forward to reach their full Kingdom potential.

Nevertheless, have they reached that potential? What is their
potential in this open rural setting? What are their next steps as a
congregation in identifying other needs and addressing them? Should
their ministry be confined to only their immediate geographic setting?
Is their Kingdom potential much broader than they realize?

First Congregation

“First Congregation” is an extremely large “mega” congregation
in an equally large metropolitan area of the United States. A
metropolitan congregational strategist conducted research that
surprised First Congregation. They were not reaching unchurched
people. Their long list of new members and attendees did not include
many people who previously had not been involved in a Christ-centric
faith-based relationship at a local congregation. They were primarily
reaching people who transferred from other congregations, or were
the children of their existing members and regular attendees.

The research showed that some local congregations were indeed
reaching people new to a Christ-centric faith-based relationship
through a local congregation. These were the small-to-medium-sized
congregations throughout the metropolitan area that First Congrega-
tion served. Still, many of these congregations were suffering
numerically. They could trace their loss of members to two sources.
First, massive multicultural transition was occurring in this metro-
politan area. But second, many of the new people these smaller
congregations had brought into church life did not stay in the smaller
churches. Instead, they left in a few years to join one of the several
different mega congregations, including First Congregation, because
these larger churches offered an attractive diversity of excellent
programs, ministries, and activities.

First Congregation realized that for them to continue reaching
people new to the Christian faith they needed to be also concerned
about the small-to-medium-sized congregations in the community,
particularly those who were suffering in some way or another. They
needed to help these congregations renew, reinvent, or resurrect
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vitality. In response to this challenge, the pastor of First Congregation
made a bold commitment to lead his congregation to renew, restore,
or restart one hundred congregations over the next twenty years.
They began movement in this direction approximately twenty years
ago and have now achieved this goal. This resulted in the continual
growth of First Congregation, significant diversity of its ministry, the
renewal, restoration, or restarting of congregations relevant to the
context in which the facilities were located, and many persons
launching and sustaining a Christian discipleship journey.

As great as this sounds, does this really represent the full Kingdom
potential of this congregation? Is this effort   too focused on the growth
of First Congregation? Where is the evidence of a more complete
ministry that looks at the physical, spiritual, social, and emotional
needs of people? Maybe it was present, but was it enough of a major
focus to inspire others to a balanced ministry? What has First Congre-
gation done to be a teaching model that would share information
and inspire this type of service mentality in other congregations?
Could it be that First Congregation could make significant to sacrificial
progress toward its full Kingdom potential by giving away to others
what it has learned?

Emerging Congregation

“Emerging Congregation” came into existence when its pastor’s
family and three other families moved 1100 miles from another part
of North America to a fast-growing suburban area populated by
significant numbers of twenty-somethings and thirty-somethings.
These four families formed the initial leadership community for a
new postmodern congregation. From its beginning this congregation
focused on reaching people who are turned off by the traditional
church, who are looking for a place with an emphasis on helping
each person grow in faith, and who are searching spiritually without
considering that a Christian faith would satisfy their searching.

The congregation’s style is one of celebration, interaction,
community, and service. Worship services are lively. Never-ending
fellowship is contagious and builds a strong sense of community.
Servant evangelism is a hallmark of their ministry.

The structure of the congregation focuses on an elder board of
the pastor and six laypersons. A radical mobilization of the laypersons
into leadership, along with collaborative and learning communities,
drives the programs, ministries, and activities of the congregation.
Growth has been rapid. Following almost a year of developing a faith
and practice foundation for the congregation, public worship services
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were launched in a local middle school. Very quickly attendance grew
to more than 300.

It was difficult to find adequate temporary meeting places for the
congregation until they finally constructed their first building. Over
the past decade the congregation has constantly been involved in a
building expansion project, and thus in conducting capital fundraising
efforts. Weekly worship attendance is now over 2500 as the
congregation closes in on its tenth anniversary. More than 1300 adults
are involved in weekly cell groups. Almost 700 people participate
monthly in various servant evangelism activities.

Less than 20 percent of the worship attendees are over 40 years
old. Only about half indicated they had a personal Christian faith
prior to connecting with this congregation. With such effectiveness at
reaching what are considered difficult target groups to involve in
church, Emerging Congregation is seen as a role model of a
congregation reaching people with a postmodern mindset. Surely
they are reaching their full Kingdom potential!

Actually, we cannot know for sure about the full Kingdom
potential of any of these four congregations, or that of many more
examples about which we could have dialogue. The full Kingdom
potential of a congregation is a journey—a spiritual strategic journey.
It is not a destination. It is a beginning, but seldom an ending. It is
ongoing for the vast majority of congregations.

COACHING BREAK

✔ Gaze out the window for a minute. Ponder the situation of your
congregation. What images come to mind?

✔ Is your congregation reaching its full Kingdom potential? Or, is
your congregation simply trying to close the gap, fix problems, be
faithful, experience success, or show growth? If your congregation
is seeking to reach its full Kingdom potential, what evidence do
you see of its transformation and fulfillment of God’s vision?

Pursuing Your Congregation’s Full Kingdom Potential
For your congregation to reach its full Kingdom potential,

reaching that potential must be your enduring passion and desire.
Growth, health, faithfulness, success, and even transformation are
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finite goals. They focus on things from the beginning until now, plus
what we can project with our sight. They focus on reimaging your
congregation in the image of the author or advocate of growth, health,
faithfulness, success, or transformation. These finite goals must not
consume your passion.

The only image that will really work for your congregation is
God’s image. That image is found only in the future and is yet to be
discerned, discovered, and developed. Only your full Kingdom
potential is an eternal goal. It focuses on pulling you forward to a
future God already knows. Only this goal is worthy of your passion.

If you have difficulty getting your arms around the theological
concept of your full Kingdom potential, let me share a familiar tale.
Do you remember Merlin the Magician in the story of Camelot, King
Arthur, and the Round Table? Merlin had a mysterious ability to
know the future. It seems that he was born in the future and lived
“backwards,” thereby acquiring the ability to “look back” on the future
from the present. In 1994 Charles E. Smith published an interesting
article in Business Strategy Review entitled “The Merlin Factor: Leader-
ship and Strategic Intent.”1 I have rewritten a key part of his article in
terms relevant to congregations while at the same time remaining
faithful to Smith’s strategic intent:

The Merlin Factor is the capacity to discern, discover, and
develop the potential of the present from the point of view
of the future. It is the gift and skill to enlist people throughout
your congregation as advocates who listen, speak, and act
on behalf of a progressive understanding of God’s future. It
is an absolute commitment to a spiritual strategic journey
that increases existing possibilities geometrically to empower
world-shattering transformation in response to the pulling
of God toward the full Kingdom potential for your congre-
gation.

It is extremely important that your congregation is complete in
the image of God, rather than in the image of the latest program,
project, or process. When a congregation is complete in the image of
the latest program, project, or process, they seldom make the revolu-
tionary progress necessary to reach their full Kingdom potential. They
are often stuck in being an emulating congregation that only seeks to
copy what they see as successful in other congregations. Only when
a congregation engages in a spiritual strategic journey to discern,
discover, and develop their unique journey in the image of God will
the congregation be able to begin approaching full Kingdom potential.
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What Does a Spiritual Strategic Journey Involve?

It involves a focus on a spiritual strategic journey, and not a
program or project. My early ministry was built around strategic
planning that is linear and left-brained. It took me a long time to
realize that the societal models are shifting. This requires that a
different approach to planning be added to the collection of planning
models. This approach must be both spiritual and strategic in nature.

I had to overcome one point of resistance. Some prognosticators
of emerging models insisted on a tear down and build new approach.
They suggested or at least implied that the era of strategic planning
was over and that doing strategic planning was a bad thing for a
congregation. I saw this new approach lived out in many congrega-
tions. These congregations shared something in common. They were
already convinced that they did not want to do strategic planning, or
that they could not do strategic planning, or that they were unable to
stay focused on implementing any strategic plan they were a part of
developing. These congregations suddenly had a reason to avoid
planning because it was no longer the right thing to do.

Planning, at its best, is not a destination. It is a journey. It is a
journey that is both spiritual and strategic. Thus, I call it a spiritual
strategic journey. Such a journey is an ongoing movement rather than
a static process. It focuses on building ownership and passion rather
than documents and plans.

A spiritual strategic journey establishes a dynamic strategic
framework with enough infrastructure and details to point people, a
congregation, a denomination, or a parachurch organization in an
effective direction. It frees a movement of people from its current
location and empowers it to soar in the direction of a new location
toward which God is pulling it.

A spiritual strategic journey is spiritual in that it assumes
total reliance on God as individuals and as congregations. It assumes
that unless the journey is of God, it is for nothing.

A spiritual strategic journey is strategic in that it focuses on
those goals and actions that will make the most significant difference
in a congregation’s ability to serve in the midst of God’s kingdom. It
focuses on effective touch points.

A spiritual strategic journey is a journey in that it is ongoing.
Philippians 3:12–16 talks about the journey of a Christian individual
as being something that is never completed. Yet it is a journey into
which we live at the level of maturity we have achieved today, knowing
that we will achieve a higher or deeper level of maturity tomorrow.
We never go back. We always press forward to God’s high calling.
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God may be calling your congregation to a very high calling that
will cause you to break out of the box of past-to-present mediocrity.
His high calling may give you freedom to see large numbers as success,
but not as completion. His high calling may let you live into God’s
future rather than simply maintaining the gains of the past.

Too often business planning models are brought into congrega-
tions without translation. They cannot be used in congregational life
because congregations are organisms that are living, breathing,
moving, and constantly transitioning and changing. A spiritual
strategic journey is a focus on how an organism functions rather than
how an organization functions.

Congregations are also voluntary associations rather than
hierarchical businesses. For example, in congregations, vision and
direction cannot be imposed. Vision is not something you pitch to
membership and they catch it. Business leaders can demand that their
employee get the vision or leave their employ. The same is not true
in a congregation. Congregations are more complicated and are
dealing with core issues such as how eternity is approached.

Vision and direction is something congregational participants are
caught by rather than something they catch. It captivates them. If
they are not captivated by vision, it is unlikely they will support the
journey of the congregation. In congregations the journey cannot be
only strategic; it must also be spiritual. It must ultimately be based on
the new thing God is doing in and through a congregation.

How Does Your Congregation Engage in a Spiritual
Strategic Journey?

To understand the design of a spiritual strategic journey, you must
start in the future. Start way far out on the pathways and passages of
the journey. Yes, the distant unknown future, not the oppressive
present, is the beginning point. You must start at the point in the
future where you are maturing and soaring in your spiritual strategic
journey. You must start by projecting a point at which you will
experience the pull of God with ease and joy.

The desired end result of a spiritual strategic journey is that a
congregation will develop a future story of its ministry into which it
will seek to live. In projecting the future story of a congregation,
empowering questions are important. Here are several such questions.

What, though seemingly impossible today, would transcend the
current depth of our congregation’s life and ministry and radically
transform its ability to serve in the midst of God’s kingdom? This
would be a Gideon-type of experience. Only by the power of God
could this happen in your congregation.
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What is the future toward which God is pulling your congrega-
tion? From where you now stand, what does it look like? These
questions take us into a Merlin factor experience.

What do you envision as God’s full Kingdom potential for your
congregation, and what is the future story of that potential for the
next ten to twelve years? What will the ministry of your congregation
be like on October 31, 2017, the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther
nailing the 95 theses to the Wittenburg door? These are the spiritual
strategic journey questions that seek to help us build the next steps
on ministry based on a desire to reach our full Kingdom potential.

What Does the Full Kingdom Potential of Your Congregation
Feel Like?

It feels like something your congregation owns for itself and not
something that fulfills someone else’s image for your congregation. It
is when you have soared as a congregation in response to God’s image
for you, which pulls you forward. It is something that is felt or
experienced, rather than claimed or measured.

It feels like something you will never reach because if you could,
then it would not be your full potential. Your full Kingdom potential
is always beyond your reach. It is always further up and further in.

In “The Chronicles of Narnia” volume The Last Battle, C. S. Lewis
describes that potential which is further up and further in when he
says, “This is the land I have been looking for all my life, though I
never knew it until now.”2  He goes on to say that “the further up and
the further in you go, the bigger everything gets. The inside is larger
than the outside.”3

He concludes the book with these words of great relevance to
the ongoing nature of a congregation’s Kingdom potential:

And for us this is the end of all the stories, and we can most
truly say that they all lived happily ever after. But for them it
was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this
world and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the
cover and title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter
One of the Great Story which no one on earth has read:
which goes on forever: in which every chapter is better than
the one before.4

The full Kingdom potential of your congregation is in the process
of being revealed to you as you travel toward it. From where you
stand today, what does the full Kingdom potential of your congre-
gation feel like? If you travel toward it, where you stand tomorrow
will give you a different perspective on your potential.
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You can best express the full Kingdom potential for your
congregation in a dynamic narrative story that represents your current
understanding of God’s full Kingdom potential for your congregation.
That narrative continues to evolve as your congregation lives into
God’s future. The closer you get to God’s future, the further up and
the further in it will appear to be. Your potential is always out in front
of you. The longer you travel toward it, the more it exceeds what you
could have conceived at the beginning or anywhere along the journey.

The future storytelling process is the subject of chapter 8. All the
preceding chapters are a prelude to this creating experience. To the
extent these prelude chapters imply a fixed process, here it is: My
desire is that your congregation will develop the spiritual and strategic
capacity to live into your current understanding of the story of God’s
ideal future for your congregation. This will be represented in a future
narrative story you tell, live into daily, and update continually to
keep it congruent with God’s active leadership and with the new
insights you gain along the spiritual strategic journey of your
congregation.

Once your congregational story is crafted, living into your story
becomes the focus on your congregational ministry. The details of
living into your story are the subject of chapter 10.

COACHING INSIGHTS

� Before today, on what has your congregation been focusing: church
growth, church health, church faithfulness, church success, or
church transformation? What has been satisfying for you about
this focus? How has or has not this focus helped you achieve your
full Kingdom potential?

� What are your thoughts and feelings about how you can tell when
a congregation is moving in the direction of its full Kingdom
potential? What are the road signs along the way that help you
know you are making progress? How is this measured? How can
Kingdom progress best be measured in your congregation?

� In what ways is your congregation seeking to push its way into the
future? In what ways is your congregation aware of and responding
to God’s attempts to pull you forward into the future? What is the
evidence of the Merlin factor in your congregation? Who are the
visionaries who see the future, and what characterizes them?
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� In the past, how has planning that is strategic in nature served
your congregation well? How has it failed your congregation? What
do you see as the promise of the approach being called a spiritual
strategic journey?

� What, though seemingly impossible today, would transcend the
current depth of your congregation’s life and ministry and radically
transform its ability to serve in the midst of God’s kingdom?

� What is the future story of your congregation, inspired by God,
into which you must live to approach the full Kingdom potential
of your congregation?

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

YOUR REFLECTIONS: What are your reflections on the material
presented in this chapter?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

YOUR ACTIONS: What actions do you need to take about your life,
ministry, and/or congregation based on the material presented in
this chapter?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

YOUR ACCOUNTABILITY: How and by whom do you want to be held
accountable for taking these actions?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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