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MULTIVALENCE

A few years back, I coached a pastor by the name of Julian
Davies. Julian had been Distinguished University Professor of
Chemistry and Associate Dean for the Natural Sciences and
Mathematics at the University of Toledo (Ohio). In the middle
of an agnostic adulthood and at the height of an academic career,
Julian met Christ in a very personal way. God then called him to
pastoral ministry. Off to seminary he went. Upon graduation, he
went back to Toledo to plant University Church adjacent to the
school where he had previously taught.
When I began exploring multivalence as a metaphor for

twenty-first-century ministry, I knew I needed to catch up with
Julian. I am certainly not a chemist, though I enjoyed two years
of high school chemistry and even made a pile of aspirin once in
lab. I needed to test my understanding of valence with an expert.

Beyond catching up personally, Julian gave me a little chem-
istry refresher.
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Valence refers to the bonding capabilities of a chemical ele-
ment and the ease with which an element gives or receives energy
from another element (synergy). Chemists assign a valence num-
ber to elements depending on how many different elements they
can bond with simultaneously. Hydrogen, the simplest of all 
elements, has a valence of one. This means it can bond with one
thing at a time. Give it some oxygen and the hydrogen will bond
and happily form water—a very stable substance. 

Some elements have a valence of zero. These are called noble
gases: neon and helium. They are not looking to bond with any-
thing. This makes them very stable to work with but also a bit
boring.10 Another way of saying it: these elements typically 
remain in a state of inertia. They don’t do anything with other
elements. Nothing happens between them and their neighbors.
No synergy can be found here. Julian refers to these elements as
having a “closed shell.” Not only do they never come out of the
house, there is no door or space for anything to get in. 

Multivalence, in contrast, means that there are multiple possi-
bilities built into the essence of an element for bonding with other
elements. An atom with a capacity for partnering with other kinds
of atoms is multivalent. The greater the number of elements that
an atom can partner with, the higher valence number chemists as-
sign to that atom. Carbon, for example, has a valence of four—
meaning that it can bond with up to four different elements
simultaneously to create complex and interesting molecules. (Mol-
ecules are simply partnerships of atoms.) When certain elements
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10. Of course, neon lit up the original Vegas Strip—which was anything but boring
—reminding us that even when we do not bond readily with other entities, we can
still bring light and joy to the world! 



bond easily with the carbon atom, we say there is affinity between
the elements. Multivalent elements may have far-ranging affinities.

Now, it so happens that carbon-based molecules form the
basis for the creation of all life. If not for the multivalence of car-
bon, no life would exist! This alone offers us a clue that multi-
valence is a very good characteristic for those of us who want to
lead life-giving churches. It is not only carbon’s valance (four)
that makes it such a special element, but also the fact that when
carbon bonds, it has a habit of using all of its electrons construc-
tively in the bond. No electrons are left mischievously wandering
loose to create havoc and repel the bond. This is called covalent
bonding—every electron in the game! (We will return to this
point in the pages ahead.) Because carbon bonds so readily, with-
out electron resistance, it can form the basis of enormously com-
plex molecules: hence the possibility of life. 

In the world of medicine, the term multivalence is sometimes
used with reference to pharmaceuticals. It’s the same concept,
except it relates simply to how easily the molecule of a particular
medicine can bond with antibodies. A high valence in a medicine
means that it possesses more molecular ports for bonding with
other molecules in the human body, relevant to healing disease.

In the world of art, multivalence refers to an artistic work
that can be interpreted in different ways, or that can provide
meaning in different contexts. People are able to latch onto the
art for multiple reasons. Work that is deemed to be great art is
often multivalent; many people connect to it and in varied ways.
Scripture is one example of multivalent art, and the implications
of this for multivalent churches are considered in chapter 3.

In the world of Christianity, we all know churches that have
a valence of zero; they are content to keep their life mostly 
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in-house. They may offer wonderful ministries of kindness 
toward their neighbors (or not), but it’s hard to bond with them
in deeper relationship. Their understanding of mission rarely if
ever extends to inviting folks home for dinner. More commonly,
I see churches with a valence of one: they are designed to catch
one kind of fish, to reach and connect with one culture of people.
A multivalent church, however, develops capacities for partner-
ing with a diverse array of people. 

In 1978 the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization
famously quoted Donald McGavran as saying that people “like
to become Christians without crossing racial, linguistic or class
barriers.”11 In other words, people prefer to do spirituality
within their native cultural context, in ways that feel organic to
their sensibilities as opposed to ways that feel forced or alien.
This principle of homogeneity is often misinterpreted as an en-
dorsement of the monocultural church. In fact, McGavran was
a proponent for the creation of many different kinds of culturally
homogeneous cells and churches as a practical matter for reach-
ing new populations. When creating faith community with new
groups of people, the idea is to take their cultural context seri-
ously—and not simply to impose the practices, music, or key theo -
logical metaphors of another (often European-heritage) culture.
New music, new traditions, new ministry practices, new insights
into the gospel—all of this is made possible by taking each cul-
ture or subculture seriously. McGavran believed that, by creating
different kinds of cells, the church could connect more easily
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11. Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization, Lausanne Occasional Paper:
The Pasadena Consultation: Homogeneous Unit Principle, section 3, “The Homo-
geneous Unit Principle and Evangelism,” 1978, www.lausanne.org.



with an ever expanding variety of people, specializing in endless
cultural contexts and life affinities. 

But a starting place in mission (a particular culture or affinity
group) should not be assumed to be the ending place! Just be-
cause churches can most easily reach persons within a specific
cultural context should in no way lead us to conclude that the
church should stop there. What is the point of leaving people seg-
regated from one another in the family of God? Following Jesus
is inevitably a journey into the discovery of one’s connectedness
with all of humanity and all of creation. If Dr. McGavran were
with us today, I have no doubt he would be an enthusiastic pro-
ponent of a multivalent ministry. Multivalent churches must pay
attention to affinities and issues of homo- and heterogeneity.12

The Lausanne statement eloquently said as much: 

It seems probable that, although there were mixed Jewish-
Gentile congregations, there were also homogeneous Jew-
ish congregations (who still observed Jewish customs) and
homogeneous Gentile congregations (who observed no
Jewish customs). Nevertheless, Paul clearly taught them
that they belonged to each other in Christ, that they must
welcome one another as Christ had welcomed them (com-
pare Romans 15:7), and that they must respect one an-
other’s consciences, and not offend one another. He
publicly rebuked Peter in Antioch for withdrawing from
table fellowship with Gentile believers, and argued that his
action was a denial of the truth of the gospel, that is, of
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12. See also Michael Moynagh, Church in Life: Innovation, Mission, and Ecclesiol-
ogy, chapter 11: “Affinity Group Theology,” (London: SCM Press, 2017), 219–36. 



the justification of all believers (whether Jews or Gentiles)
by grace through faith (compare Galatians 2:11–16). This
incident and teaching should be taken as a warning to all
of us of the seriousness of permitting any kind of apartheid
in the Christian fellowship.13

A multivalent church is able to connect with diverse groups
of people because it crafts particular ways and places for con-
nection with specific populations. Customized points of connec-
tion make diversity possible! 

No church can or should reach every kind of person or excel
in every kind of outreach ministry. The accommodations that
would be necessary to reach everyone could destroy any vestige
of coherence and identity within the congregation. That would be
a disaster. As my friend Julian reflected on his church, he said they
try to keep focused on a couple areas of ministry in the community
(food and kids), so that they don’t disperse their energy beyond
what they can do well. He reflected on this and said, “This would
give us a valence of two.” If he were to evaluate University Church
with the exercise at the end of this chapter, he might find the va-
lence is indeed a bit higher than two, but an unlimited valence is
specifically something that he would seek to avoid. It is beyond
what his church can handle. Thriving churches will often work to
increase their valence, but only to the point that they can handle
the complexity while retaining their internal coherence. Uranium
has a valance of six, but it’s highly unstable and could blow up
more than just the garage if handled improperly. 
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13. Lausanne Committee, Lausanne Occasional Paper 1, section 5, “The Church,
the Churches and the Homogenous Unit Principle.”



Even multivalent atoms, as they bond with others, reach a
point of stability where they have no further capacity for bonding
with anything else. Within these molecules (partnering arrange-
ments of atoms), the constituent atoms have bonded well with
each other, so well that there is no additional capacity for bond-
ing with anything else. Therefore, it can be said that such mole-
cules also have a “closed shell.” They cannot be stretched further,
except under special conditions.14 This points toward an excellent
reason for planting new congregations—so that churches can ex-
pand the variety of people included in ministry without creating
a pressure-cooker situation within a single congregation.15

It is important, as we learn from this metaphor of nature and
as we appreciate the value of multivalence, that we note the limits
that nature observes. In church terms, while a valence of zero is
not very promising for the mission, a very high valence can pres-
ent its own set of risks. A high valence church must work to stay
remarkably aligned and must constantly nurture very high trust
within the body. When we see (or lead) a church with a high va-
lence, we should be on the lookout for threats to the church’s
unity and continued thriving. There may even come points where
we choose to let some parts of the molecule spin off. To go back
to the metaphor of the organic (carbon-based) molecules—even
though they can grow to great complexity, they also have the 
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14. The gospel itself can create special conditions, at times acting as a catalyst that
expands a community’s valence. Brenda Salter McNeil made this point with great
passion on April 30, 2018, during her plenary at the Large Church Initiative gath-
ering in San Diego.
15. The same might also be said of creating new denominations—we do not have
to view schism as failure—it may also be a mark of widening inclusivity in the global
body of Christ.



capacity to divide and multiply. By releasing one another at cer-
tain points, the growth of a larger organism continues.16

If we persist in bonding an ever expending list of elements (or
people groups) together without paying attention to basic issues
of stability, we will blow up the lab. That is just how it works.
Based upon the typical metrics of membership, weekly partici -

pation, and financial giving, it is sometimes hard to tell which
churches have the sort of robustness that will see them through
the next twenty years. Sometimes I see churches with an aging
membership and overall net income shrinking that also show signs
of a surging renewal of life. The surge may not yet be enough to
outpace the loss of older members and lost annual pledges. But
the surge is a sign that God is doing a new thing in that church—
and that the church has a good future—perhaps downsized, but
still, a future!
Many critical issues of church health are not highlighted on

the various congregational management dashboards that we see
across the land. First, the Readiness 360 inventory helps me to
look under the hood to see a variety of factors that can be hard
to quantify: relating to spiritual practices, relationships, align-
ment, and cultural openness. 
In addition, here are ten questions that I ask when I am con-

sulting onsite with a congregation, as I am seeking to discover
their future prognosis:

Is there a significant prayerful, contemplative practice
among the leaders in the church? 
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16. It is unhelpful to view such releasing as a failure. It is a part of ministry multi-
plication. God has never revealed any design whereby all of the church was to be
structurally and organizationally connected.



If we were to come up with an expanded ministry game plan
in this place, could the pastor (and lead team) quarterback it?

Does the church have an organized plan or process for
helping its people deepen their relationship to God and to
live out the core values of their faith?17

And are at least half the regular participants in the church
participating in the aforementioned plan or process?

Is the church committed to loving its neighbors in specific,

tangible ways that rally the energy of its members and that

build trust and solidarity with folks beyond its bounds, 

especially with those who suffer?

How many new groups, teams, circles, services (etc.) did

the church start this year?

Is the participation level of children and teens growing?

Is the church making intentional strides forward to engage

people digitally?18

Are new people regularly, steadily signing on to join the com-
munity? Are there new members, new regular participants?19
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17. Sometimes such a plan for intentional spiritual development of people within a
church is called a Discipleship Pathway.
18. This relates to the number of monthly hits on the church website, as well as the
numbers of people who move from website engagement to participation in some
other aspect of the church’s ministry. If the church is webcasting its worship
service(s) or developing online studies, are they quickly moving to the place where
the web participation for these things exceeds the number of people who gather in
a physical building? Digital ministry competency is an increasing focus of our con-
sulting work at the Epicenter Group.
19. Notice that we are just looking at new life entering into the church system this
year—not the accumulated membership totals from across the years.



Are a significant percentage of the adults joining the com-
munity by profession of faith,20 as opposed to simply trans-
ferring from another church?

The first two questions have to do specifically with the leaders.
The next two have to do with the spiritual journey of the people
within the congregation (including the leaders). Four of the ten
questions (in italics) have to do with multivalence. These questions
relate to relationship building between the church and the wider
community, so that there can be more ports of entry for people 
to get in to the church. The last two questions have to do with the
fruit of the ministry, specifically related to how many folks 
actually got in last year. If a church is in good shape on most of
the these fronts, their future is bright!

I watch for the following signs of multivalence:

Strategies and practices of building relationships with
neighbors. Without trust, people aren’t stepping into the life
or worship gatherings of any church. Without relationship,
there is no trust. So what are we doing to make new friends
as church communities? How are we seriously listening to
and partnering with our neighbors, creating entryway 
experiences for our neighbors so that trust increases?

Steady creation of new groups and gatherings at different

times and in different places. New groups are easier to join;
groups in existence for more than a year are often nearly
impossible to join. A lot of people in our communities have
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20. Profession of faith means different things from church to church. I am simply
looking at people who were not a part of an organized faith community in the 
several years prior to joining the life of this one.



jobs that require them to go to work on Sundays—do we
value these people? A lot of folks are never going to walk
into a churchy-looking building, except for a friend’s 
wedding or Grandma’s funeral. Do we value these people?

The growth of ministries to children and youth. As of
2018, American children second grade and younger are
now all ethnic minorities, one hundred percent minorities—
even the white kids. The white population majority has
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A FEW TOPICS ON MY TOP-TEN LIST

� How good a preacher is the pastor?

� How good is the music?

� How is the building or the parking?

� What is the per capita giving?

� Is membership growing?

These are not irrelevant; they are simply secondary issues. The first two

items are quite subjective. And I have seen plenty of churches with stellar

worship services sink into oblivion. Buildings can be replaced and new

sites can be added. Generosity always follows discipleship; I have yet to

see a church of faithful people anywhere on the planet who could not

find an effective ministry approach within their financial means. (I have

seen a few who quit or closed because they were unwilling to rethink

the way they depended upon high-dollar items.) And the membership

roll is often so bloated with names from yesteryear that the total number

means absolutely nothing. Many churches do not think in terms of

membership (names on a list) at all, but in terms of engagement (persons

actively sharing in tangible elements of the common life).



ceased to exist among young children. Within ten years, all
American school children will be minorities.21 By the time I
reach my eighties, as a white person I too will be part of an
ethnic minority, along with each of my fellow Americans. 

The development of the church’s digital interface with the
public. Almost anywhere they wish to go, people under the
age of sixty22 choose to travel first by smart phone. 

The increasing demographic divide between the people in
our churches and the folks all around us in the community
should signal to us that in most churches, business as usual is
not a reasonable way forward. Ours is a profoundly multi world
that requires intentionally multi churches, with capacities for
connections and relationships among people groups and world-
views. I understand that some churches are called to a demo-
graphic niche. There is a wonderful tradition in America of
thriving churches for first generation immigrants, for example.
But many American first generation immigrant churches that
grew in the 1970s and ’80s—and are now in free-fall—teaches
us that valence matters. Even churches that specialize for a sea-
son in a very homogenous population must become increasingly
multivalent after their first twenty years or so. Otherwise, they
may find themselves in a place of dangerous disconnect from
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21. D’Vera Cohn, “It’s official: Minority babies are the majority among the nation’s
infants, but only just,” Pew Research Center FactTank, June 23, 2016, http://www
.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/06/23/its-official-minority-babies-are-the-majority
-among-the-nations-infants-but-only-just/.
22. Everyone under sixty in the year 2019 means everyone under seventy by the
year 2029. As of this writing we are about two decades from the moment when
many of the remaining tall steeple (and nonadaptive) churches will be reduced to
small gatherings of octogenarians. 



their children and grandchildren, not to mention all the neigh-
bors who live around them. 

All across North America, I can show you churches that were
at the peak of institutional strength in the 1980s, and today they
have collapsed. Take a tour of Orange County, California, for ex-
ample, and drive in any direction. About every two minutes you
will pass a church facility where ministry was thriving three
decades ago—and where today the campus is very, very quiet.
Some of these congregations were recently among the fastest
growing in their denominational tribes. No more! These churches
became as inert as neon gas, now focused mostly on life within
the fellowship hall, populated by the aging faces in the church
pictorial directory. Closed shells. How did this happen? Their 
valence might have been one or two in the best of years (meaning
that they related well to one or two generations of church-going
culture within one ethnic group), but now their valence has
dropped to zero. These churches, often trapped in tired buildings
that they can no longer afford to renovate, are now invisible to
their neighbors, and mostly irrelevant. 

As my sister once said when my brother-in-law dropped a hun-
dred dollar bill on a roulette table in Vegas, only to see it scooped
into a little slot by the dealer in a millisecond; “That was fast.” 

And indeed, it was fast—dizzyingly fast—the change in for-
tunes among the mostly white, suburban, denominationally af-
filiated churches in the United States, some of which were
teaching us best practices just a few years back! But it’s not just
the white churches. The black congregations in my home city of
Washington, D.C., are scrambling to figure out what a thriving
ministry looks like in a city with a slowly diminishing black pop-
ulation and a decreasing level of participation among younger
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adults. Several Korean churches in northern New Jersey are in
the same boat. And though many American Latinx churches are
growing at the moment, this too will not last forever. The life
conditions that are currently working to grow their current
churches will change and challenge their future.

It is more than simply the ethnic shifts; the shifts in worldview
among new generations in a post-Christendom culture are every
bit as challenging. Put it all together, and one of the biggest changes
that many churches have seen is the near disappearance of younger
adults with children within the fellowship. And once a congrega-
tion loses a minimum critical mass of children and youth, they
cease to offer a credible option to families of any ethnicity or
worldview who might be looking for a place to raise their kids as
people of faith. Ethnic change. Worldview change. Collapse of chil-
dren’s ministry. Ba-boom, a trifecta! And it was, indeed, fast.

However, any church can choose to shift toward a more multi
type of vision. When churches do this, they may change the pre-
dictable narrative pretty quickly and discover a hope-filled future.

As churches awaken to a renewed sense of call to serve and
partner with their neighbors, and to design ministry for and with
their neighbors, multivalence is essential. When a church gets se-
rious about offering different ways of connecting, styles of liturgy,
ministry locations, times of gathering, mission projects and big
ideas, the chances of a newcomer finding a relevant point of con-
nection in that church go up! The fresh iterations of Christian com-
munity in such a church may not draw as many participants as in
the past, but that church’s future may be very bright nonetheless.
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QUICK CHECK—WHAT IS THE VALENCE OF YOUR CHURCH?

(Answer “Yes” or “No” to each question. It is recommended that a group
complete this, and that a list of participants be at the table, for spot-
checking assumptions.)

1. Did more than 30 percent of your church’s active participants grow
up outside the Christian faith? 

2. Does your church partner with any non-Christian faith group or
congregation on a regular basis for worship, community service,
or interfaith dialogue?

3. Are more than 10 percent of your church’s active participants also
working a twelve-step program or other recovery process?

4. Does your church offer at least two distinct styles of worship 
gathering each week with at least 20 percent of the total crowd
in the smaller gathering?

5. Do more than 20 percent of your weekly worshipers attend
church events on a day other than Sunday?

6. Is it acceptable for a person to bond with a particular group or
ministry team without any expectation that she/he will join the
church, attend worship, or pledge money? Or, more specifically,
can we easily think of scores of persons who fall into this 
category—friends of our church, who choose to partner with us
on their terms?

7. Are there at least two ethnic groups in your church that comprise
more than 20 percent of your church’s active participants? (The
majority group counts as one.)

8. Does your church lack any ethnic majority on your lead team or
on the stage on Sunday?

9. Are at least 40 percent of your church’s weekly participants 
under the age of forty? Or are at least 25 percent of your
church’s weekly participants under the age of eighteen? 
(Choose only one of these questions.)
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10. Does your church worship in more than one physical location?

11. Does your church worship in three or more physical locations?

12. Of the small groups and/or teams that function within your
church’s life (at physical locations or online), are at least 
20 percent of them new in the last twelve months?

13. Do more persons engage your church online each week than 
show up in the building for major services and gatherings?

Add one valence point for each “Yes” that you could honestly
answer. A score of 0–2 is normal for most churches—and probably
inadequate for the years ahead. Totals of 3–5 indicate emerging
multivalence—greatly enhancing your church’s possibilities for the
years ahead. (And for small congregations—excellent!) Greater
than 6 means a multivalent church. Greater than 8: I would love
to hear from you—and specifically to hear how (or if) you are man-
aging to hold it all together without it blowing up! 

Maybe the more important question for your church is
where you would like to work to increase your church’s bonding
capacities with the people all around you! The church with a
current valence of 3 can, in many cases, be at 5 within a couple
years, if ministry development was focused in certain directions.

Wherever it is that you would like to go, and in whatever
way you would like to stretch toward multivalence, you will find
practical insights and tools in the pages ahead!
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