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 THERE'S A WHOLE LOT OF TC  "THERE'S A WHOLE LOT OF" \l 1 
SHAKING GOING ON
On the morning of June 28, 1992, all of us who were within 200 miles of Landers, California, awoke with a jolt.  The largest earthquake in more than 25 years had hit Southern California.  My wife and I felt a mild rattle at our home in Santa Maria, but since our daughter, Rachel, was on summer staff at Forest Home, a mere 14 miles from Landers, the quake got our immediate attention.  Turning on the television didn’t relieve our concern as we heard that another large quake had hit Big Bear. 

Forest Home was situated exactly midpoint between the epicenters of the two quakes.  Fortunately, Forest Home and my daughter, although shaken, survived the shake. The earthquakes caused changes in the surrounding area, however, that will last for many generations.  A few weeks later I visited the area and a friend showed me a huge boulder the size of a UPS delivery van, that had fallen from the peak of a canyon into someone’s back yard.  The boulder bounced so high and at such speed that it snipped off the tops of huge pine trees 50 feet off the ground as though they were toothpicks.  Now that is awesome power!  For the poor fellow who went out at sunrise to inspect the damage, the good news is that the boulder stopped ten feet short of his house.  The bad news is that his landscape will likely contain this oversized, and certainly unwelcome rock, forever!

During the past few years, a similar power has been vibrating the North American church in ways that have also changed its landscape forever.  Those who have read Peter Drucker, Lyle Schaller, Leith Anderson, Faith Popcorn, Leonard Sweet, Peter Senge, Joel Barker, Stanley Davis, Greg Ogden, and Alvin Toeffler, since 1990, are aware that the church is also in a seismically active period.  The growing consensus of these writers is that the vibrations in the church landscape are not the result of normal generational changes, such as transfer from one generation of leaders to the next, but of sweeping cataclysmic changes in the church and every sector of society.

However, just as the Southern California landscape continues to experience tremors and more large quakes like the one in Northridge in early 1994, the ecclesiastical terrain is also in a period of continued and dramatic change.  The turbulence is in the seismic range of a revolution, a reformation, or a megaparadigm shift. Most of these authors affirm that the changes promise to be greater than the invention of the printing press, the Industrial revolution, and the rise and demise of communism.  The cumulative effect for the church could rival the impact of Martin Luther’s momentous posting of his theses in Wittenburg.

When things begin to shake those of us who live in earthquake country, if we are wise, review our plans to survive “the big one.”  We check our stock of flashlights, battery radios and bottled water, and test the safety straps on our water heaters.  But the average church ignores the shaking and operates as though nothing will change.  Unless the church has a survival plan and starts to retrofit for its own “big one,” many congregations will not survive.
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As times change, it is important that the church constantly monitor its mission to bring the message of Jesus Christ to new generations and new cultures.  Although the transforming power of the Biblical message and the urgency of Christ's mandate do not change, the situations in which they are proclaimed, and the ways they are articulated, communicated, taught, and acted upon may change.  This is not a new thought. Paul declared that he wanted to be all things to all people so that he could reach some.  We have seen others throughout Christian history meet changing times with innovation, imagination, and intentional action to help propagate and establish Christ's church.

As the church approaches the end of this century and positions itself for healthy, fruitful ministry in the next, pastors, church leaders, and key lay persons must understand the conditions that are creating the changes that will affect the church.  But more importantly they need to focus in an intentional way on what I call the four critical points of preparation.

These critical points have become clear to me in the past twenty years as I have consulted and worked with churches to solve problems and develop vision and strategic plans for achieving their mission.  Most of my clients have been large churches whose resources enabled them to secure my services and implement the recommendations, or churches in tremendous crisis whose survival was on the line and who were in immediate need of intervention and counsel.  

About four years ago, a close friend and pastor of a large Southern California church challenged me to find a way for smaller churches to benefit from the consultation process in the way that his church had.  As a result of this challenge, the cluster consultation process was born. In this process, groups of about 7-12 pastors of smaller churches made a commitment to come together for two years to work on a plan for revitalizing their churches.  Each group agreed to meet together quarterly for a full day of training, and to complete assignments one month in advance of the meeting.  Within a short period of time, fifty-five churches had agreed to participate in six pilot clusters for a period of two years.  Four of these were denominational clusters, grouping pastors from specific denominational districts.  The other two were cross-denominational in membership.

Although at the time I started these cluster consultations I had had over fifteen years working with a wide variety of churches, I felt it important that instead of following a pre-set agenda, to allow the pastors in each cluster to determine the session's agenda based upon their felt needs and individual church situations.  Our focus was to help  congregations in each cluster remove the specific blockages to ministry that they were experiencing.  There was great excitement and great commitment.  Every pastor understood that there would be strong accountability, not just to their board, their spouse and the Lord, but to at least a half-dozen other pastors and to an outside consultant as well!   

I, too, was excited about the prospect of being involved in the lives of so many pastors and churches, and anticipated addressing a great variety of concerns.  I expected that each cluster would produce its own set of needs and that the consultations would develop along different lines.  At the end of the two years all of the churches were considerably more focused on what they needed to do to be fruitful, and almost all of them had their major ministry systems firing and were experiencing increased forward momentum.

As each group reviewed the topics we had covered, I asked if any one felt there were other subjects we should have addressed.  To my amazement, no one could think of any other major topics that should have been included.  But even more significant was that in every group we ended up dealing with very similar issues.  Although the members of each group had brought their individual concerns, issues and situations to the table, their questions led to our focusing on the same four ministry areas.

In the current generation of cluster consultations, we now consult with clusters of churches over a period of nine months, meeting once a month, and I am tempted to begin our first session by saying, “There are four basic ministry areas I want you to write down and memorize.  Your survival during the next decade of ministry depends upon it!”  These four areas are the critical points of preparation upon which growing and healthy churches need to focus, and they provide the structure for examining the ten important life systems that need to be nurtured and developed within a healthy church body.  They are:

•
Generating spiritual energy.

•
Developing effective leaders.

•
Increasing people flow.

•
Charting amidst change.

Unfortunately, my experience has revealed that these critical areas of preparation are, in too many churches, critical voids, with haphazard, hit or miss attention being given to all or several of them.  In developing interventions and strategies to help pastors and congregations get back on track, I have identified within these critical ministry points, ten vital life systems that need to be intentionally activated, monitored and kept charging if the church is to be alive and well.  Just as in the body, health and vitality are not the product of any one system, but the result of all of them working together, so in the church  the secret to a healthy, thriving ministry is the interaction of these life systems with one another.  In a healthy human body all the systems need to be functioning.  It is insufficient to have a healthy set of lungs if the arterial system is broken down; both systems need to work together and interact to produce life.  Similarly, my experience with individual and group consultations underscores that when each life system becomes healthy and effective, it has a ripple effect on the rest of the systems.  The synergism is unstoppable.  God's Spirit is at work.

But before we look at the Life SystemsTM approach to strategic planning and revitalization, let us examine those challenges that change is bringing to the church.  There are at least six major areas of change that face the church as it moves into the 21st century.

Major areas of change


•
New Audiences


•
New Geographic Values


•
New Communication Systems


•
New Education Delivery Systems


•
New Methods


•
New Structures

SOCIETAL SHIFTS AFFECTING THE  TC  "SOCIETAL SHIFTS AFFECTING THE " \l 1 
21st CENTURY CHURCH
In the early 70's our family lived in Lyon, France.  We had been sent to France to begin the work of the international Christian ministry with which we served.  We were young.  Ethelwynne, my British wife, studied French in high school, but I couldn't speak a word of French.  We were in a strange land and a strange culture, and we had much to learn if we were to be able to adapt to living there, let alone start a ministry with students and work with the French church.  Learning the language was, of course, a high priority, as was becoming acquainted with the everyday life and thinking patterns of the people.  We had to become accustomed to stores, banks, and offices being closed for two hours at lunch, which was hard for Americans used to being on the go.  When we went to pick up vitamins that some friends had sent us, it was clear that the customs agents thought we were a weird American sect with a food fetish.  We had plenty of stories to tell on ourselves about mistakes we made, like the time Ethelwynne was sharing with some French students and talked about her faith, only to learn later that the word for faith in French also means "liver" if used with the wrong article, and she had been talking about her liver instead of her faith!

Eventually we learned the language well enough to communicate about both everyday and spiritual things, the ministry began to grow, and a team of workers were recruited.  We decided that the most effective way for our team to be part of, and minister to, the French church was not for us all to attend one church in town, but to spread out into different churches.  Our family attended the one that was closest to us, a small but well established Baptist congregation that had been meeting together for many years.  They met on the second floor of a commercial building less than a mile from where we lived.  It was there that we learned a valuable lesson in cross cultural communication and the need for Christians to take into account the social realities and changes that surround them.

The church had originally been established by British and American missionaries, but had long since become an entirely French congregation.  Its Sunday service was held at 10:30 and resembled, except for the fact that it was in French, a typical American or English Baptist service - hymns, bible readings, offering, and announcements and a sermon.  But there's nothing wrong with that, some may say.  Sunday mornings in France, however, are not like Sunday mornings in America.

On Sunday mornings in Lyon, the streets for a mile around our apartment building became a market; anyone who went to church had already attended well before 8 o'clock, and the whole town seemed to be in the market when it was time for us to go to church in the middle of the morning.  Taking the car was out of the question.  Usually we walked the mile across the market, slowed down by the crush of hundreds of busy shoppers and vendors, to meet with about 30 or so souls in the upper room.  Here we were, a group of Christians meeting for church at a time that was traditional for the American and British Baptists that had started the congregation.  But the French were in the market place. 

Being young and rash, we suggested to some of the leaders that we might try holding our services early in the morning like the Catholic church did, and then go out into the market place to meet people, share our faith and invite them back to the church for a meal after the market was over.  However, the idea did not go over very well, because 10:30 had become a "holy" hour, one at which real Christians would meet and separate themselves from those in the market place and from those who went to Catholic churches early in the morning.  A cultural tradition had become a badge of faith.

At the end of the twentieth century, the church also finds itself facing changes that it needs to address and respond to, and communicating the gospel is increasingly a cross cultural challenge.  Many churches find change threatening and see change in the secular community as something that needs to be resisted, even reviled.  When churches do respond to societal changes, as most inevitably do, they often tend to trail 10 to 15 years behind, introducing and promoting new approaches that in the secular world are either no longer relevant or counter productively outmoded.  It is not the mission of the church to constantly be adapting to and adjusting itself to trends and societal changes, but if it is not aware of what is happening in the lives and situations of those it is called upon to reach with the gospel it may find itself, like the little French Baptist church, making its own cultural traditions its plumb lines and manifestations of faith.

So what are some of the societal shifts that have and are taking place that will have an impact on how the church conducts itself and proclaims its Biblical mission and message?

•
New Audiences. TC  "•
New Audiences." \l 1 
My wife teaches at a community college.  She frequently uses topical subjects as essay questions.  One semester, she referred to Tom Brokaw's commentary on a current issue and asked students to argue for or against the position.  After reading the essays, she was amazed to find that over two-thirds of these college freshman had no idea who Tom Brokaw was.  They hadn't been watching NBC.

If the church is to survive and thrive in the twenty-first century, it must respond to and communicate with multiple new audiences produced in a generation that has been brought up on MTV, video games and instant access to information.  This virtual reality generation has little interest in the past and has a short attention span when it comes to the future.  There is no longer a common culture, but multiple cultures abound.  Groups and allegiances form around common assumptions, values and beliefs that segment and niche this new generation.

Because of these phenomena, we can no longer use general reference points, such as Bonanza or Cosby, which a decade or so ago people could talk about without any need to explain what they were.  Today, we are no longer watching the same programs.  Futurists predict that hundreds if not thousands of programs will be available simultaneously.  This means that although media had given us a common culture, it will increasingly destroy that common culture.  Now the strategic questions concern which audiences we are targeting, what will best serve those audiences, and which items we should list on our ministry menus. 

To find its niche in an era of diversity, a church will have to shift from a broad focus to a narrow one.  Future niching will not be governed so much by doctrinal nuances, as in the past, but more by personal preferences such as style of worship.  Leaders of the last generation have typically shied away from targeting specific audiences, taking instead a “one size fits all” approach.  Leaders in the current generation will need to tailor their programs to the specific group of people they have chosen to reach and minister to.

In an age where a person can change the channel with a push of a remote control button, the church needs to ensure that it has the attention of its audience, and that it is understood by this audience.  To address these new audiences, an individual church cannot be “all things to all people.”  Instead, each church needs to choose a specific audience in order “to reach some of the people.”

•
New Geographic Values. TC  "•
New Geographic Values." \l 1 
During the next few years, a visible shift in population preference will continue, from a desire for suburban living to "small town"  life.  After decades of preferring the tidy anonymity of the suburbs, people are, according to sociologists and demographers, developing a craving for small town life.  Whether a person physically uproots and moves from a congested environment to a less congested one is not as important as is the desire to create the feeling of being more small town, less suburban and, certainly, less urban.  This almost unstoppable societal shift is observable in local driving patterns, where fewer people shop at huge malls half-way across the city.  They are, instead, frequenting business strips or smaller malls in convenient locations where there is more greenery, more space, and more relaxed, authentic personal exchanges.  To remain viable, urban and suburban churches will need to look and feel more "small town."  

•
New Communication Systems. TC  "•
New Communication Systems." \l 1 ;
New ways of communicating and receiving information are at the heart of the changes we need to address as we move into the twenty-first century.  Multi-dimensional, multi-sensory images are now more compelling, effective, and accessible than one dimensional print.  The epicenter of this cultural quake has been within the creative studios of MTV.  Sequential thinking has gradually been replaced by non sequential thinking.

This trend in emphasis from left-brained, sequential thinking to a more divergent mode, favors a greater emphasis upon the experiential and spiritual.  Indeed, for churches seeking to reach those born after 1945, three-point sermons may not be the best way to communicate.  Instead, the use of narrative or drama might be more effective in communicating spiritual truths.

•
New Education Delivery Systems. TC  "•
New Education Delivery Systems." \l 1 ;
Another shift the church must acknowledge is the change in the educational delivery system.  Collaborative and cooperative learning, attention to diversity in learning styles, and integration of disciplines are trends in education.  The lecture style, perpetuated by the learning style of the academic community, is giving way to interactive teaching or what some refer to as active learning.  In addition, diminishing financial resources, along with an increase in the population to be served, have caused serious revisions of educational strategy and delivery.  These trends correlate with the changing trends in audience, geographic orientation, and communication, and they also will affect the way in which the church delivers theological and practical education.

Increasingly, seminaries and denominational headquarters will be perceived as being less effective than in the past for meeting the needs of church leaders.  In their place will emerge a wide range of creative methodologies for equipping prospective leaders with skills and strategies required for new audiences.  Seminars and lectures by effective pastors such as Rick Warren, Doug Murren, Bill Hybels, John Maxwell, and Leith Anderson, will continue to generate higher participation than the theoretical approaches offered by seminary scholars.  In addition, there will be a growing demand for hands-on training in the nuts and bolts of ministry.  On the job education through mentoring, either individually or in group situations by consultant specialists, will be a viable option for many practitioners.  Delaying or leaving the ministry for the classroom will be less possible or desirable.  Instead, the classroom will be brought to the person and the situation by practitioners and consultant specialists, through a variety of means including interactive video conferencing and satellite broadcasting.

•
New Methods. TC  "•
New Methods." \l 1 ;
One societal trend that we have seen at work recently in political campaigns and social action is the shift from an emphasis on programs and events to grassroots movements and networking as ways of involving people in action.  This was evidenced in the 1992 presidential election where people more often chose candidates on personal recommendation than on the basis of party allegiance.  For example, the Silicon Valley in San Jose, California, which has traditionally voted Republican, switched to Democratic primarily through the telephone efforts of one effective insider.  In addition millions of dollars were collected through networking and grassroots efforts.

In the church, there is a parallel rise in the disenchantment with conventional programming as a means to attract and hold new members.  People tend to choose churches on the basis of personal recommendation, being more concerned with who is attending a prospective church than with its particular denominational label.  New people want to be a part of a group or network that meets their needs.  They shy away from formal programming that does not connect with them.  Likewise, insiders who are overloaded and burned out from attending too many programs are protecting themselves and making choices rather than being at church each time the door opens.  Giving patterns are also more likely to be affected by networking than by traditional fundraising programs.

•
New Structures. TC  "•
New Structures." \l 1 
Lastly, organizational structures are evolving to deal with a rapidly changing world.  Trends in private industry emphasize the flattening of administration, the creation of more fluid and changing teams to meet changing needs, and the embodiment of responsibility, accountability and authority at all levels.  New theories of management shy away from organizational charts and job descriptions that represent a top-down structure in which tasks are delegated downward, where authority is tightly held and micro managing and monitoring of performance is important.  A more appropriate model is an inverted triangle in which structure and job descriptions are constructed with an emphasis on supporting and enabling the accomplishment of work rather than monitoring and control.

If the church follows this trend, which is certainly consistent with a service-driven ministry model, there will be less emphasis on direct controlling practices such as monitoring and reporting, and more emphasis placed on decentralized empowering of new leaders.  When bureaucracy controls agendas, ministry is stifled.  More leaders will be developed and more ministry will occur where permissions are given, where authority is released, and where emerging leaders experiment with new strategies.  Decentralization of tasks unleashes new energy and effectiveness.  The critical issue is one of trust.  When trust spreads quickly throughout the ranks, with minimal reporting, results increase.

Questions are sometimes raised about the total effect of these shifts.  How will all six of these changes look when they are combined?  Will they be more similar or more different from what has gone on before?  It is important to keep in mind that total change is not the goal.  Some aspects of ministry will look virtually the same.  One way to view this change is to compare a DC-3 propeller driven plane to a DC-10 jet.  There are only seven differences in the numbers, but there are significant differences in the capabilities.  Most people, when given the choice of flying from Los Angeles to Moscow or Calcutta for the same cost, would prefer the DC-10.  On the surface both will carry a person from point A to point B.  Both have seats, wings, and jet engines.  But the DC-10 is generally more appealing, safer and, clearly, more advanced.  It will get you there faster, with less discomfort.

Sometimes practical questions are raised that might potentially impede progress.  One pastor put it this way recently after attending an overview of the 21st century church:

“This quake you describe may well be true.  I have been reading about it for some time and I have been talking with you about it today.  But what do I do about it?  If I were to go back and advocate this to my congregation, I would be out of a job tomorrow.  This is because those to whom I minister are not ready to hear this.  They do not like change.”

Most pastors have a similar sense of what is realistic for their congregations.  They understand that these concepts and changes are often too radical for most church members.

For pastors who wish to address the changes that are taking place and to equip their churches to meet them, there are two things to keep in mind.  First, people adapt to and adopt change at different rates, whether it be to microwave ovens or to a contemporary worship service.  There are innovators who favor and introduce change.  Early adopters become convinced quickly and want to introduce innovations almost immediately.  Most people, however, take some time to be convinced.  For these middle adopters it may take a few more years, with frequent reinforcement.  There are also some late adopters who accept the change only years after it has proven itself.  Then there are some never adopters as well.  Pastors who assume that their congregations will instantly understand and accept changes because they have been clearly explained and the need has been demonstrated will be disappointed.

Second, differing generational perspectives must be understood.  For example, in any congregation, people born before 1945 will have a significantly different perspective of the world than those born after.  Boomers are now aging and the perspective of the “Busters” must be understood.  Each generation marches to a different drum.  We must listen to their beat and be culturally sensitive so that we can better communicate spiritual truth.

TOXIC TERRAIN, HOT AIR BALLOONS  TC  "TOXIC TERRAIN, HOT AIR BALLOONS " \l 1 
AND SPINNING PLATES
In the last chapter we looked at some of the new contextual challenges that face the church, but there are also challenges that arise from a church's history and institutional factors.  As congregations examine the soil in which they are growing, not only do they find that the terrain of the ministry is changing, but that the soil is contaminated and contains few of the healthy ingredients essential for life.  Congregations with considerable historical baggage or strong dysfunctional tendencies often find themselves stuck in neutral, and attempts to revitalize them are difficult.  The problem is that they are often sitting on the spiritual equivalent to a toxic dump and toxic toads abound.
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TOXIC TERRAIN TC  "TOXIC TERRAIN" \l 1 
In a small church in Georgia there was a successful business owner, Bill, who was very actively involved in his church.  He had been a long time board member and had served faithfully as the chair of the pastoral selection committee for the five pastors who had served the church since its inception 15 years ago.  He and his family had been among those who started the church as part of a group that split off from another church in town because the pastor was introducing unbiblical ideas into the church.  He gave very generously to the church, and the purchase of new hymnals and the organ were made possible with his giving.

Despite the commitment of people like Bill, however, none of the pastors had been able to help the church grow and many had not stayed much longer than a year.  Their reasons for leaving always seemed plausible, and their departures always seemed cordial and uneventful.  However, although he was well known for his generosity and commitment, it was less well known that Bill had controlled all five of the church's pastors from the sidelines.  Every decision that was made, whether he was involved or not, had to be passed by him.  He had even met with two of the younger pastors to "help" them develop sermon ideas.  Bill was the unseen but real leader of the church.  This church only began to grow and be productive in its ministry when this unhealthy pattern was brought to the surface and addressed.

Eight years ago in a mid-sized California congregation, "John" (the pastor) was feeling under stress and discouraged.  One Thursday evening, after the choir had finished its rehearsal, he got into a conversation with "Joan", one of the choir members, and they adjourned to a nearby coffee shop after everyone had gone home.  During the course of the conversation some inappropriate information was shared.  The next day John called Joan and they agreed that the conversation had not been very edifying and that they should put it behind them.  Although the incident was “buried” at the time, it was “rediscovered” recently in a conversation the choir member had with a disgruntled member of the church, the wife of an attorney, who then used it to cause major damage in the church.

In both of these stories, which are based on actual cases, the church and pastor's effectiveness were diminished, thwarted and undermined by  toxic conditions that were part of the baggage or history of the church.  As we check what is immediately around and below the foundations of most congregations, we are confronted with many sobering realities and a new pastor may often be surprised to discover how many chunks from the past  are getting in the way of future opportunities.  Many are left wondering how long it will take to convert their toxic setting into a fragrant garden.  Where should they begin?  In such severe circumstances, the entire ministry will need redevelopment.  Patch jobs cannot remedy potent underlying conditions.  How can congregational leaders move systematically from point A to point B?
Often an analysis phase needs to take place, with all critical ministry points and areas of toxicity evaluated.  Some categories will pass the standards, others will not.  All areas will eventually need to be brought up to code.  Beginning with the most serious items first, key questions should be asked:  Where is toxicity most evident?  What are the most serious spills?  Which area will require immediate clean up?

In the analysis phase, there are about one hundred “rocks” that need to be turned over.  Most will have nothing significant under them, but they will have to be turned over any way. The purpose of this search is to identify the extremes.  Under a few rocks there will be “lizards” that jump out.  However, under a few other rocks there will be pearls waiting to be discovered.  Both extremes are important factors that determine whether a church is growing.

When everything has been examined, some type of score or baseline for each category should be established so that a meaningful  comparison can be made after implementing corrections.

PREPARING FOR LIFT OFF. TC  "PREPARING FOR LIFT OFF." \l 1 
Another way of looking at the retooling process is to imagine the church like a colorful hot air balloon.  Ballooning is very popular in certain geographical areas and for some there is no better way to view the spectacular scenery than from a thousand feet up at sunrise.  However, as anyone knows who has tried this adventure, certain conditions need to be in place if the balloon is to rise off the ground and soar into the sky.
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•
All of the ropes must be identified and removed. TC  "•
All of the ropes must be identified and removed." \l 1 
First, it does not matter how colorful the balloon is, or how many times in the past the pilot has steered the craft over the tops of houses and trees; it will not rise until the ropes holding it down have been released.  In a church setting it is important to identify what is holding the ministry back, keeping it “grounded.”  In an established Kansas church, it was a crowded, unattractive nursery that was holding the ministry back.  Parents were reluctant to leave their infants in such a facility and this affected their desire to attend the church.  Visitors with very young children often identified this as a sufficient reason for not returning to the church.  When the church paid attention to this aspect of ministry and realized its importance, they were able to make the changes.  Now they have relocated and refurbished the nursery, and a vital ministry to the newly born and their parents has emerged.  With that rope removed, the congregation has been able to reach a higher level of impact among the unchurched.

•
Extra weight must be removed. TC  "•
Extra weight must be removed." \l 1 
Another thing that will keep a hot air balloon grounded is excess weight.  Even if all the ropes have been released, it will stagger across the ground if too much ballast is aboard.  Similarly a church will not soar when it is carrying excess weight.  In one young, vibrant Texas congregation, two members of the pastoral staff were in serious conflict.  Even though each had tremendous potential in ministry and the church was ready to move, the entire church was weighted down and depressed.  After a period of conflict resolution, one of the pastors was helped to find ministry elsewhere, and the ministry has lifted off again.

Additional weight may come in the form of a program that has outlived its usefulness.  Energy and money continue to be spent on it because this is something the church has always done, but overall effectiveness is hindered.  For example, one church had run a successful elementary school on its premises.  For the first decade it was very successful, paid its way, and brought many new families into contact with the church.  But over the years the circumstances changed.  It became more difficult for the school to make ends meet, enrollment fell, and staff had to be cut back.  The church found itself more heavily subsidizing the school each year.  Instead of being a blessing, it was a burden.  Because the school had been part of their vision in the past, many were very reluctant to give it up.  Only when members of the congregation were able to revision their ministry and understand that a Christian school, although it had value, was not part of their mission and was drawing away vital resources and energy, did this church begin to refocus its efforts and achieve lift off.

•
New blasts of energy must be released. TC  "•
New blasts of energy must be released." \l 1 
When free of the ropes that restrain it and the ballast that hold it down, the balloon still will not lift off without repeated blasts of hot air.  In the church, where the power that raised Christ from the grave is available to the congregation, pastors and congregations are ignoring this source and focusing on doing business as usual.  When a church is focused intentionally on tapping God's power and obeying his command to make disciples, lift off will begin.

In a charismatic church in Colorado, several intercessors became serious about focusing their prayers, like laser beams, on the need of the church for an administrator.  Within several months a businessman who had just taken early retirement divinely filled this gap.  His work energized the overworked pastor and youth leader, and his ministry enabled the church to focus more resources on its mission.

Through the vision of three or four of its members, a mainline church in Missouri designed a new worship service to begin to reach the large, mostly unchurched community around the church.  A talented saxophone player volunteered to play and the worship was built around his considerable ministry contributions.  Soon a regular crowd was attending and bringing their unchurched friends.  As a result, many people for the first time were confronted with the gospel message, small group bible studies were started to meet the needs of these new seekers, and the church began to grow.  In both of these cases, bursts of energy helped each congregation reach new ministry heights.

In hot air ballooning, by removing one rope and one weight and injecting one blast of hot air, the balloon draws closer to leaving the ground.  As initiatives are continued with other ropes, weights and blasts, a crossover point will eventually be reached.  Once enough obstacles are removed and sufficient new energy released, scientific laws take over.  The balloon can no longer remain on the ground.

A remarkably similar phenomenon happens repeatedly in churches.  When new spiritual energy in the form of prayer or vision is pumped into a stagnated congregation, upward movement occurs.  When the pattern is continued with new strategies and new leaders being deployed, a liftoff is imminent.  When these “freshening up” steps are combined with a systematic removal of barriers, a crossover point will inevitably occur.  In most instances, two to five years of intentional “removal and releasing” activities must be invested before a lasting and measurable reversal of trends can be observed.
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KEEPING THE PLATES SPINNING. TC  "KEEPING THE PLATES SPINNING." \l 1 
Another image that helps us understand the interaction of ministry systems and focus that is needed for church revitalization was provided for me during a recent bus trip to Louisiana.  At one of the stops, I was delighted to stumble upon a seasoned juggler on an open air stage, surrounded by an attentive crowd.  His most suspenseful routine involved a dozen plates that were spun one by one on top of freestanding wooden poles.  Each time a plate was wobbling and nearly crashing, the juggler would keep it in orbit with a dexterous spin of his hand.  Volunteers were soon asked to duplicate this feat.  No one could get more than five or six spinning at one time.  Plates were crashing constantly amidst the shrills and shrieks of the bystanders.

If ever there was imagery to describe the challenge of everyday ministry, this is it!  In individual interviews with pastors during the past twenty years, I have heard countless stories of those who have struggled to keep all of the plates spinning.  Many ministers experience a perpetual feeling of never quite keeping up and of finding no practical way to avoid periodic crashes.  The typical pastor has to teach, preach, lead worship, administer the affairs of the church, counsel, and the list goes on.  In fact, recently a pastor who was grappling with the consequences of what would happen if his church began to grow took me aside and said, "Why would I want my church to grow from 150 to 450 in the next three years?  I'm already working harder than I should, my wife is complaining that I’m never with the family, and I’m dropping the ball all over the place.  There is no more of me left for growth."  Many pastors feel the same way.  Since they are not in perspective, settled, and focused, being fruitful is a fantasy. Often they also display  multiple symptoms of ministry burnout and are a bottle neck to growth. The consequences are costly.

The alternative to spinning plates is to find committed and qualified individuals who can come alongside the pastor to form a leadership team.  Each member of the team concentrates on keeping one plate spinning, and the pastor is freed up to spin a maximum of two to three plates.    This way the ministry is supported by the many rather than a few.   As we will see in the next chapter, focusing on the critical areas of ministry preparation and developing a strategy to put the church’s life systems into action will make all the difference, and this  involves having the right people doing the right things at the right time and in the right places.

THE SECRET POWER TC  "THE SECRET POWER" \l 1 
However, as the illustrations of the air balloon and the spinning plates emphasize, it is not just the correction of one problem, or the introduction of one visionary idea that moves a church forward, it is the interaction of all the parts.  As a congregation majors in the majors, is not distracted by peripheral issues, and gets everyone working on the systems, the effect is synergistic.  When enough of the systems become effective, there is a crucial crossover moment.  This is where the positive forces will take charge over the negative forces.  When this happens, the church will lift off, just like the hot air balloon!

But what are these parts that must work synergistically?  In the next chapter we will examine those critical areas where intentional action and focus must be addressed, and we will discuss the ten life systems that need to be in place and interacting to produce a vital, healthy, growing church body.

STRATEGIES FOR CHANGING TIMES TC  "STRATEGIES FOR CHANGING TIMES" \l 1 
Recently I went to my doctor for a routine physical and was surprised to find out that I had outrageously elevated cholesterol levels.  I say 'surprised' because our household had switched several years ago to low fat milk and had all but eliminated fatty snacks, desserts, and fried foods.  In addition I was physically active, swimming seriously at least two times a week.  However, the warning signs were there, and they called for more than casual attention; they called for intentional focus and action.  So, I followed a very strict regimen from my doctor and was able within three months to significantly reduce the numbers.  It required discipline and an uncasual approach to dealing with a potentially life threatening area.   

As recently as thirty years ago, controlling cholesterol was not recognized as an essential ingredient to maintaining health and preventing untimely death.  Today technological advances have enabled us to be aware of this factor and to be intentional in our actions to be healthy and well.  Any reasonable person would agree that if we have a way to detect a problem in our body's vital systems we would use it, and we would not ignore prescriptions to correct it.  Additionally, we would deliberately take steps to include in our daily regimen those reasonable actions that promote physical health and well being.  The fact that some people don't, and suffer the consequences, does not  negate the principle.

Similarly, the church needs to be strategically intentional in its focus on mission and those aspects of congregational life and health that are essential for its growth.  Many churches are "coincidental" in their thinking, having a fuzzy focus and a haphazard approach to the life and mission of the congregation, thinking that things will just happen as long as they keep on keeping on.  As we have seen, however, there are trends, toxicity, obstacles, and overload that need to be addressed.  We cannot ignore the vital signs and the information they provide.  Nor can congregations afford to cocoon or become culturally encapsulated.  They need to chart and stay on course amid the changes.   

To prepare congregations to be ready for the twenty-first century, it is important to identify and understand the critical points and key areas where navigation and changes will be most needed.  Just like points on a compass, these "critical" points need to be kept in balance and in dynamic tension with one another if we are to find our way and chart a fruitful course.  

Within each of these areas are the “life systems” that function together and support one another, producing vitality in the body.  Each of the life systems represents a major prescription area for recovery from stagnation.  If consistently and skillfully addressed, they will enable a congregation to reach its full stride.  These systems can be applied in any congregation because they do not impose preset programs, but focus on producing conditions where a church can thrive spiritually and grow according to its specific needs and circumstances.  Under the worse case scenario, these retrofitting strategies may mean the difference between death and survival.  For congregations that are currently experiencing growth, these strategies will ensure that their maximum potential is reached.

The Four Critical Points and Ten Life SystemsTM

•
Critical Point 1 -  GENERATING SPIRITUAL ENERGY


•
Life System 1  -  The Pastor’s Spiritual Life


•
Life System 2  -  Corporate Intercession


•
Life System 3  -  Spiritual Disciplines


•
Critical Point  2 -  DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE LEADERS


•
Life System 4  -  Mobilization


•
Life System 5  -  Mentoring


•
Critical Point  3 -  INCREASING PEOPLE FLOW


•
Life System 6  -  People Flow Strategy


•
Life System 7  -  Lifestyle Evangelism


•
Critical Point  4 -  CHARTING AMIDST CHANGE


•
Life System 8  -  Charting the Future


•
Life System 9  -  Managing & Communicating Change


•
Life System 10  -  Organizational Streamlining
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GENERATING SPIRITUAL ENERGY TC  "GENERATING SPIRITUAL ENERGY" \l 1 
Without question, the most important single reason why some churches are growing and others are declining is spiritual.  There are, of course, always exceptions.  For example, some churches experience contextual difficulties, such as the rural church in the mid-west that finds itself in the midst of an out-migration pattern.  Their youth are going to the cities to find work, and they are not being replaced by young families.  Such a congregation will most likely not be able to grow, regardless of the internal spiritual dynamics.

At the opposite end of the rural-urban axis, a congregation with elderly members may find itself in the midst of a rapidly changing community.  Many congregations in such a situation are not able to find the financial and human resources necessary to adjust to the cataclysmic shifts happening around them.  In both of these extreme contextual settings, the external forces are probably sufficient to impede any forward momentum.

However, most ministries in North America do not find themselves in a declining rural population or in a rapidly changing inner city.  For the vast majority of churches, spiritual dynamics are the principal factor for growth and health.  In churches that are growing, spiritual energy is generated primarily when three life systems related to the spiritual dynamics in the church are functioning well.  The three Life SystemsTM that are essential for generating spiritual energy are the “heart allegiance" of the pastor, corporate prayer, and spiritual disciplines.

Life SystemTM 1 • The Pastor’s Spiritual Life TC  "Life system #1 • The Pastor’s Spiritual Life" \l 1 
Research has shown that no institutional factor is more significant to the overall growth patterns of churches than the effectiveness of pastoral leadership.  It is my belief that, although many factors contribute to effective leadership, none is more important to the lasting effectiveness of the pastoral ministry than the vitality and intentionality of the pastor’s spiritual life.  Yes, it is important that a pastor’s style and gift-mix be appropriate for a given church body, but vision, education, spiritual gifts, or the amount of ministry experience cannot equal, in long-term impact the quality of a burning and broken heart, of heart allegiance.

There are numerous terms which are very close in meaning to heart allegiance.  Unfortunately, no single term includes all that is meant.  For example, some alternative descriptions are "surrendered,” “submitted,” “humble,” “broken,” “Christ-controlled,” “crucified,” “captivated,” or “authentic.”

The spiritual quality of a pastor's life and experience is something that is often taken for granted, and boards and congregations assume that everything is in order.  Once a pastor is in ministry, there is little occasion to focus specifically on the spiritual life of the pastor, or to question it, unless something goes drastically wrong.  The assumption is that the pastor knows how to handle spiritual development without any assistance.  As spiritual leader, the pastor is supposed to be responsible for the spiritual needs of others.  However, as I begin any consultation with a church regardless of what I have seen and heard about a particular minister, I never assume that his or her spiritual life is in order or adequate.  I have learned to not wait for the subject to come up, and, as a rule, I ask about it on my very first interview.  In my cluster groups with pastors, I make this subject my number one focus during the first few hours we are together.

One reason for my thoroughness and increasing aggressiveness during my third decade of resourcing pastors is the close relationship between a pastor’s heart allegiance and the effectiveness of his/her church ministry.  A great deal is at stake.  Not only is this area important theologically, it is a practical essential in forward momentum.  A ministry will fail or succeed over the long haul depending on what is going on in the secret spiritual compartments of a pastor’s life.

What is so often difficult in the assessment of this factor is its subjective and personal nature.  Because the focus of the congregation is usually not specifically on the private spiritual life of the pastor, but rather on what they see in his or her life, and because pastors, like many of us, are very good at behaving in a way appropriate to what is expected of them, it can be difficult to determine when things are not as they should be.  How can I know, for example, that what a person tells me is true?  How can it be measured and validated?  Pastors have few, if any, people with whom they can share or discuss their own spiritual life, especially if struggles are occurring.  Also, just as there are doctors who excel at prescribing and treating the illnesses of their patients, but who find little time to take care of their own health needs, pastors find it easy to get overloaded and busy with the work of the church and they neglect or fail to  nurture their own spiritual life.

Another reason for such a prominent emphasis is because early detection and preventative measures can transform ministers before some irreversible calamity occurs.  We have all grieved over the private sins of some of God’s most effective servants that have made sensational headlines for our news media.  Each time I read of another instance, my heart sinks, my tears become uncontrollable, and my anger erupts with outbursts such as “You fool!  How could you?”  Then I hear a voice that reminds me, almost instantly, “But for my grace, this would be you!”  Experience tells me that these events took years to produce and the erosion of personal, intimate spiritual connections was a gradual and unmonitored process and contributing factor.

For most of us, the consequences are not as dramatic.  However, education, sophistication, professionalism, and success can, over an extended period of time, act like running water over bare ground.  All of them erode in us the power that comes from genuine and continual submission to Christ.  By putting these matters squarely on the table, and by building both awareness and safeguards, a multitude of ministries can be empowered rather than destroyed.

Of course, in addition, we cannot minimize that additional force at work in pastors, the real and present enemy, Satan.  As the great deceiver, Satan’s job is to find our weaknesses and to render us ineffective through specific, often subtle, attacks in vulnerable areas.  We can be sure, too, that his attacks will be minimal until we choose to do something significant for God.

I believe that God has given all leaders, for their own good, and for encouraging dependency upon their Creator, at least one Achilles’ heal.  It is imperative that we personally identify each of our areas of weakness and name them, and that this be part of any strategic preparation for significant ministry.  God knows these weaknesses; our spouses know them, and our enemy knows them.  Each of them represents a vulnerable target for Satan’s selective darts.  For one leader this may be a tendency to wallow in self-pity when someone is critical.  For another it may be a tendency to avoid a decision or to escape unpleasant confrontations.  For a third, the trigger may be anger, with dysfunctional responses such as sarcasm, put downs or uncaring behavior.

We must not only identify each weakness, we must have an effective defense for each type of attack.  In my own experience, the defense system has gradually emerged.  Its most effective responses have been built around previous attacks.  Each time some new attack occurs, I evaluate it and ask myself, “What can I do next time to recognize this as soon as it happens and to protect myself from harm?”

Can you imagine what it would be like if every pastor in your community would begin developing a more precise and intentional strategy of spiritual development?  What kind of positive impact would this have on their personal effectiveness in ministry?  How much of a difference would this make on the congregations these pastors serve, and on these congregations’ ability to have an impact in their respective communities?

Life SystemTM 2  •  Corporate Intercession TC  "Life system #2  •  Corporate Intercession" \l 1 
The second Life SystemTM essential for generating spiritual energy is intentional and focused corporate intercession.  Prayer has always been an essential component of the Christian’s life, and much valuable training and teaching exists on developing personal prayer strategies.  There are also effective prayer movements that mobilize and gather large numbers together for specific prayer.  However, although corporate prayer is an essential part of all churches, very few churches in this country have their own specific strategy for corporate prayer.  When they put together their ministry plans, they pray for and about the plans, but prayer is not in the plan.  

What is missing is an intentional strategy for corporate and individual prayer where substantial emphasis is placed on building up spiritual energy through an intentional focus on prayer.  Less than a score of churches in the entire country would be able to point to a significant prayer strategy that has been verbalized and put into action.  This critical life system, although always acknowledged as overwhelmingly important, is in all too many churches underwhelmingly practiced and planned for.

To be effective, a prayer strategy must be intentional and focused.  It involves identifying intercessors and having a person or persons whose responsibility and focus it is to develop and monitor the system working.  Churches arrange for people to take charge of many areas of church life, missions, Christian education, music, etc., but rarely is there someone whose primary task it is to ensure that the prayer life of the church is in order.  Many times prayer is seen as an auxiliary, behind the scenes activity, and is not among the visible, articulated tasks and goals of the congregation.  Those who take leadership in this area should have the gift of intercession and can become the catalyst for significantly increasing effective prayer, working with the pastor to complete and implement a plan of action.

To be effective, a church’s prayer strategy must focus on the particular blockages that the church is experiencing and on untapped potential that may well be just beneath the surface.  The power that is ignited through corporate prayer is similar to the discovery by young summer campers who experiment for the first time with a magnifying glass.  With practice, these campers can take a piece of magnifying glass and concentrate the sun’s rays on a piece of bark until smoke emerges.  Then by focusing the sun's energy, they burn their initials into the wood.

Similarly, blockages can be removed by concentrating the power of prayer on the top “sticking points” of the church until each one is removed.  For example, in one church, the blockage may be the lack of an effective game plan for reaching unchurched persons.  In every congregation there are one or two key individuals who have the proper gifts and may even have the training, but who have not been adequately challenged to get involved.  Focused prayer is often the key to identifying the problem, finding the gifted individuals, releasing their potential, and reaching the unchurched.  Before long, several effective bridges to the community may well become established.  Untapped potential can be released by prayers if we are faithful to ask Him to answer our specific requests.

Another way to describe an effective corporate prayer strategy is to think of the relationship in football between a quarterback and a tight end.  Sometimes this becomes almost mystical.  During the 1980’s, when the San Francisco 49ers were dominating the National Football League, Joe Montana would often lean back and throw the football with all his might.  To many of us it didn't seem as though he was looking where he was throwing the ball.  However, seconds later, we would watch Jerry Rice extend his hands, only to see the ball drop, almost miraculously, right between them!

Churches with experienced intercessors continually recount similar experiences, where their behind-the-scenes work resulted in the solution to a problem dropping into the lap of those who have struggled with that problem for weeks.  As a consultant on assignment, I frequently experience the exhilaration of Jerry Rice.  God will miraculously provide a piece to a puzzle, perhaps in the midst of a church conflict, that has blocked the ministry for years.  Invariably, I find that there were individuals, both internally and externally, praying for me and that particular situation.  In fact, in my ministry, I always have one or more intercessors who pray intensely and specifically for me and for the cases I am involved in.  To me this is more essential than any other type of support services I use.  As the commercial goes," I don't leave home without it."

So it should not be surprising that I stress that one essential ingredient  in an effective prayer strategy is that every leader be adequately covered by prayer support from experienced and properly gifted intercessors.  The warfare described in II Corinthians 10 and Ephesians 6 is very real in churches today, especially among those who seek to break out of the status quo and their comfort zones.  Whenever a congregation, for instance, decides to shift the corporate focus away from themselves in order to reach the unchurched, spiritual warfare will occur.  Add to this the current shrinking of volunteerism and financial resources among all denominations, and the stage is set for a range of disruptive power encounters.
At stake in these spiritual battles are the hearts and minds of members.  The results, largely depending upon the amount of corporate prayer, will be either powerful victories or discouraging defeats.  Indeed, training in and activating corporate prayer is an essential survival component that will increasingly determine the viability of struggling congregations.

Can you imagine what it would be like if your church were able to double or triple the amount of effective prayer over a period of several years?  What kind of impact would this have, especially if the prayers were focused on particular obstacles or unique opportunities?  How much of a difference would this make to the morale and momentum of your ministry?

Life SystemTM 3  •  Spiritual Disciplines TC  "Life system #3  •  Spiritual Disciplines" \l 1 
During the past decade, seminal works by several writers, such as Dallas Willard and Richard Foster, have challenged churches to reconsider their beliefs about and practices in the spiritual disciplines, the third life system that must be functioning in a healthy church.  Throughout history, in this area, the church has swung repeatedly from the extreme of excess to the extreme of omission.  Today, the forces of moderation build a compelling case for a new asceticism, one that is based upon the lifestyle of Jesus and his disciples.

The old asceticism was characterized by legalism.  It lacked the freshness of religious practices built upon a sincere desire to know God more intimately and to experience his power in order to be more effective in service.  The new asceticism uses athletic imagery (going back to Biblical analogies) as its most effective comparison.  If an aspiring athlete desires to be an all league champion, he or she knows that it will require a regimen of strict training over a period of at least several years.  Similarly, if we are to develop spiritual champions in the church, it will take more than following a “one minute management” approach to maturity.

My athletic profile consists primarily of water sports.  In preparation for water polo games and swimming meets, my high school and college coaches would design a number of conditioning exercises, aimed at developing both strength and stamina.  One of the most effective methods was to tie our feet to the edge of the pool with a couple of strands of surgical tubing.  We were then required to swim as far as we could away from the edge, stretching the tubing, and attempting to hold the position.  Each day, we would try to increase the amount of time we held our position.  After several years of rigorous training, this regimen was a significant factor in building a team that became state champions, and it has allowed me to be able to remain in shape as I continue to swim laps for exercise.

For individuals who desire to stay physically fit today, there are a wide range of methodologies available.  Perceptive trainers enable each individual to concentrate on a combination of routines that seem to produce the best results, without causing injury or too much displeasure.  Often this will involve a cross-training approach, which includes prescribed distances or times in several different sports, such as biking, swimming or jogging.

Just as physical conditioning produces endurance and strength for the body, spiritual conditioning is essential for a Christian’s long term health and vitality.  If they so desire, both individuals and churches can raise their level of spiritual conditioning.  From among fifteen to twenty different choices, such as solitude, Bible Study, fasting, frugality or service, individuals can develop the approach that God can use in their lives.  The net effect is that each person, through the power of the Holy Spirit, can greatly increase their spiritual strength and stamina.  Victories in spiritual battles depend to a great extent on what has occurred behind the scenes in the individual and corporate spiritual conditioning routines.  

Another aspect of spiritual discipline is an awareness of our emotional needs.  It is becoming increasingly apparent that church leaders in front line ministry drain more emotional energy per hour than do individuals in almost any other vocational calling.  Pastor Bill Hybels used to believe that he could approach invincibility by simply keeping an eye on two gauges, the physical and the spiritual.  He now gives equal attention to the emotional gauge, recognizing that his usefulness in ministry is similar to charging or discharging a car battery.  How quickly it can be drained by leaving the lights on!  How much more time it requires to regain its full charge. 

This is not new age philosophy, it is old discipleship.  In ministry we are either depleting or replenishing our spiritual energy.  Participating in spiritual disciplines is the best way to prevent burnout and to keep our emotional batteries fully charged.

Can you imagine what would happen in your congregation if most members were becoming more spiritually fit each year through an ongoing commitment to practice the spiritual disciplines?  What kind of positive impact would this have on their personal effectiveness in ministry?  How much of a difference would this make on the congregation as a whole and on its ability to have an impact in the community?

In each of the life systems it is important to establish a starting point, or baseline, in order to measure future progress.  Compared to other life systems, the baseline on generating spiritual energy, on a one-hundred point scale, is probably as low in most churches as any of the systems.  We have only begun to scoop the surface of this untapped reservoir of power.  It stands to reason, then, that even a small increase will produce a dramatic surge in spiritual energy.
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DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE LEADERS TC  "DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE LEADERS" \l 1 
During one of my Midwest assignments, Carl, a gifted senior pastor in his 40’s, was being overwhelmed by attacks on his personal leadership style.  Those who complained were not able to temper their criticisms by valuing this pastor’s exceptional leadership assets.  The effect of their two-year attack has now taken its toll.  Carl has found another assignment several states away, and the congregation is having an interim pastor for the next eighteen months.

Because of common attacks of this kind, pastors are conditioned to protect themselves.  They are not willing, in most instances, to risk the consequences of disclosing their primary weaknesses.  As a result, far too many congregations are not able to deal constructively with the critical needs of leadership development and with the sensitive task of enabling and empowering their leaders.  It is time to challenge and overcome this prevailing, dysfunctional view of leadership.  The old, established pattern of denying and de-emphasizing weaknesses must give way to a more biblical and effective approach.  Fortunately, a counter trend has been emerging during the past decade.  An increasing number of pastors are able to accurately and unapologetically describe their weaknesses.  This should produce a healthy attitude and assessment that causes them not only to welcome, but actively search for staff and lay members who have complementary strengths.  Then they can rejoice in and support the giftedness and accomplishments of others in areas where they themselves are lacking.

In II Cor 12:9, Paul presents his case for coming to grips with weaknesses: “And he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.  Most gladly, therefore, I will rejoice about my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may dwell in me’”  Churches are positioned to grow when leadership teams are built according to complementary strengths.  Discovering weaknesses should neither be a surprise nor a disappointment.  After all, every person has one or more.  Instead, the focus of such new information should be directed towards an extremely practical end.  Leaders must find others who, because of their unique strengths, balance the overall effectiveness of the current team.

One of the most freeing moments in ministry occurs when leaders discover that they don’t need to pattern themselves after anyone else.  Each leader is totally unique.  The challenge is to allow God to release the person He created for ministry, and encourage others to do the same.  Ministry teams, then, can be formed on criteria not merely of need and availability, but of overall “fit” and suitability.  This will also enable ministers to learn to maximize their true selves.  I frequently encourage leaders to be more real, to be more authentic.  They often must work at showing more of their unique, God given personality.  Leaders who try to pattern themselves after other people often find themselves failing to live up to their goals, or become exhausted in trying to be something they are not.  discovering one’s uniqueness, however, does not mean that we develop or minister in isolation.  we all benefit from the input and impact of others in our lives.

The next two life systems, mobilizing and mentoring, serve both to release and develop what God has created us to be and enable us to build complementary leadership teams.

Life SystemTM 4  •  Mobilization TC  "Life system #4  •  Mobilization" \l 1 
Three horses were having a conversation in a wagon.  The first horse said, “We’re not moving!” The second horse replied, “Yes, that’s true. I wonder why?”  The third horse, who was obviously the most insightful, asked, “Do you suppose it is because there are no other horses out in front pulling?”

Those of us who work full time in church consulting have discovered that there is a direct correlation between the number of horses that are sitting in the wagon, going for a ride, and the number of horses out in front pulling (and leading the way).  Indeed, one of the most stubborn and elusive challenges in ministry today is how to get lay people out of the wagon and involved in front line ministry.  This is increasingly difficult as we approach the twenty-first century when almost all family members work and have multiple distractions and demands on their time.  Consequently, due to fatigue or a preoccupation with their own needs, people often prefer to consume rather than become involved in ministry.  Spectatorship, like a gravitational force, holds back vibrant institutional and personal growth and limits ministry effectiveness.  We need to help people out of the stands and on to the playing field.

One of the most proven approaches to overcoming this inertia is to plan a mobilization strategy based on people’s giftedness.  In fact, of the ten life systems needed to produce consistent, balanced and healthy growth, none produces more satisfaction and is more easily transferable than this fourth system, a functional mobilization process that identifies giftedness then challenges and places people to use it. 

What all of the effective mobilization systems have in common is a commitment to placing persons in ministry according to suitability rather than availability.  The Bible refers to spiritual gifts in Romans 12, I Corinthians 12, and Ephesians 4, and the scriptural notion of giftedness is the centerpiece of this deployment strategy.  Related human resources information, such as understanding personality and temperament, complements the basic principles of giftedness and underscores the concept of suitability.

The Bible addresses the universal question of how to know God’s will.  Every human being has a vacuum that can only be filled with Christ.  Their fulfillment in Christ cannot be ultimately experienced until they find the place of service that has been divinely created for them.  This core conviction can be an indispensable motivational ingredient for mobilization. Lay persons are highly motivated to discover where they fit in the Body of Christ. 

In one church, for example, a  woman who had worked diligently for the church in many areas, on learning in a spiritual gifts class that her main giftedness was in administration, was able to focus her resources and energies in this direction.  Instead of being worn out doing many things, she was energized and excited in understanding and accepting God's unique gifting for her, and she was released for fruitful and satisfying ministry.  It is imperative for both churches and individuals that a gifts-based strategy build upon this divinely implanted motivation. 

Similarly, all approaches to improving this life system should make sure that the focus of the tasks facilitate ministry rather than administration.  We want to empower people for ministry by helping them identify and use their spiritual gifts, not make them part of a church personnel department, simply trying to plug people, administrative style, into various program slots.  There is a vital difference between the two approaches that will greatly effect the results.

Most churches today agree upon the importance of spiritual gifts, both theologically and practically.  The problem they are having is not in acknowledging this, but in implementing a workable system.  This is particularly tragic in light of the growing shortage of volunteer workers and the necessity to limit volunteer service to “one hat” per person.  Many churches are suffering from burning out the few dedicated volunteers, all of whom feel pressure to wear “multiple hats.”

Since the average lay person has only between two to five hours per week to invest, we must offer them the one area of service that motivates them the most.  When tasks have been assigned according to gifts, burnout is virtually eliminated.  Individuals are happier, work more effectively, and are more willing and able to put in long hours without complaint when they are using their gifts.  In the best of examples, where churches have concentrated on excelling in gift-based strategies, volunteers are literally waiting in line until a new position opens up.

There are five basic phases that can be identified in virtually every mobilization system that is working in today’s churches.  Most churches do well in one or two of the phases.  Almost none have an adequate grasp on all five phases.

Teaching.  This is the easiest and most exciting phase for most churches.  Teaching principles based upon biblical material is an established function in most churches,  so introducing teaching on spiritual gifts is relatively easy to accomplish. Many churches have taught spiritual gifts from the pulpit, in Sunday School and in special seminars.  However, if introducing a spiritual gifts strategy into a church is limited to teaching, very little will happen.  In fact, in many instances, the church becomes inoculated against mobilization systems for quite some time, because of the “we tried this and it didn’t work” syndrome.  An equal emphasis upon the next four phases is essential if this life system is to be activated.   

Testing.  The next two phases have the best results when they are carried out by someone who has expertise in biblical counseling.  It is a ministry of matching people who have discovered their gifts with the current need for volunteers in the church.  This first area involves selecting a series of instruments to find out more about the giftedness, personality and temperament of each individual being mobilized.  There are a variety of instruments available for each theological tradition.  Individuals can be tested as a take home assignment or during part of the teaching sessions on giftedness.

Counseling.  Individual interviews need to be set up after the testing has been completed.  Scores are typically discussed in the context of a 40 to 60 minute initial session.  An interview form is completed and becomes the primary tool in helping the individual to find the place of service that is just right for them.  This step should not be rushed.  Sometimes it will require two or three appointments over a period of several weeks before the individual is able to decide which available position is best for them.

Spouses and family members are often involved in this important personal decision.  Prayer over a period of time frequently leads to an adequate sense of peace and a sense of clear direction towards a particular calling.  A spiritual job description is then written out and customized to that individual’s unique situation.  The job description contains clear responsibilities, expectations, and time frames.  If something goes wrong, volunteers know to whom they can turn in order to make an adjustment.

Apprenticing.  Once a decision is made, the individual is assigned to a trainer or mentor.  The trainer should be the best qualified person in that particular area of ministry.  Both people will consider where the job description needs to be adapted to the actual situation.  The newly assigned individual begins by observing the mentor in the actual ministry position.  This is followed by the new person attempting the same job under the observation of his or her mentor. 

After a series of reviews are held, often with modifications being negotiated, the new person is able to serve with minimal supervision.  This stage is completed when a new person is assigned to observe the one who has been operating successfully on their own.  Every new person should be encouraged to become a trainer of other new persons within a few years.  In that way, leadership can be multiplied rapidly as the above cycle is perpetuated on an ongoing basis.

Monitoring.  This final stage usually involves a member of the mobilization team with the gift of administration.  They are able to keep track of how many persons have been deployed, which positions are the most understaffed, and where changes may soon need to be made.

These five phases can initially be led by one person.  As soon as possible, however, they should be coordinated by a team of several persons.  Ultimately it can be led by a full time staff person, with detailed, well-honed procedures.

To begin this mobilization strategy, a key person should be assigned for the development stage.  It will require at least several years before this life system can reach a fully developed stage.  One key factor in its success will be to set realistic incremental goals. One hundred percent mobilization is not a possible goal, but sixty percent could be. For example, a first-year goal might be to mobilize five or ten percent of the congregation.  Gradually, with continued development of this life system, it is possible to have fifty to sixty percent of the congregation being mobilized according to suitability criteria.

As mobilization continues, less supervision is required.  Increasingly, we are witnessing a trend in which teams within each area are being restructured around trust, rather than through a traditional set of controls.

Can you imagine what it would be like if your church were able to double or triple the percentage of persons who have been mobilized according to suitability rather than availability criteria?  What kind of impact would this have in reducing burnout and in increasing ministry effectiveness?  How much of a difference would this make to morale and to the momentum of your ministry?  How would it help you identify and release effective leaders?

Life SystemTM 5  •  Mentoring TC  "Life system #5  •  Mentoring" \l 1 
The first life system that is crucial to leadership development is one that produces accountability and mentoring relationships.  A proliferation of mentoring research and strategy manuals has occurred since 1990.  Because of this impressive amount of new information, a composite thesis may now be presented.

Effectiveness in leadership is largely due to the quantity and quality of mentoring relationships.

No area has received greater attention in recent years than church leadership development.  Yet despite the record number of books and tapes being produced, too few pastoral and lay leaders are actually being produced.  I find that one of the most important areas I have to address in my consulting ministry is the subject of how to develop, nurture and preserve pastoral and lay leadership.

Robert “Bobby” Clinton describes the four essential types of mentoring as upward, downward, internal, and external.
  Of these four, upward mentoring is the most difficult type of relationship to find. Upward mentors are those you perceive to be ahead of you in age, experience, size of congregation or  degree of personal effectiveness.  However, those who are perceived as having the most to contribute are invariably the leaders in shortest supply.  

Downward mentoring is investing time in developing those who perceive you as ahead of them in age, experience, size of congregation or degree of personal effectiveness.  But, for the best of leaders, this type of mentoring often produces the opposite challenge.  What can be done to develop new leaders from those who gravitate towards you?  If no one desires to be around you, then you are still at the pre-mentor stage of your effectiveness.  If you are constantly besieged by requests for mentoring commitments, then a more elaborate process of selecting those with the highest aptitude and desire is required.

Internal mentors are friends or associates within the same denominational system who are mutually perceived as peers and who agree to form a lateral relationship.

External mentors are friends or associates from different denominational systems and often from different vocational specialties, who agree to form a lateral relationship.

In order to maximize personal growth, it is desirable that every leader try to manage some relationships from all four categories on a regular basis.  The dangers of over committing can be minimized by efficiently managing a personal mentoring system.

There is one essential skill that must be mastered before a personal mentoring system can produce significant results.  This skill is the way an individual enters and exits mentoring relationships.  Most persons have too few relationships; most relationships last too long; and most results are not nearly as satisfactory as they could be.

The reason for each of these problems is simply a lack of training.  We tend to settle for whatever relationships come our way.  We do not find it easy either to begin a new relationship or to terminate one that is no longer serving a useful purpose.  Some relationships, such as with God, with our spouses, and with our immediate family members, are meant to be permanent.  Almost all other relationships are either casual, occasional, or short term; a few others are lifetime.  In most mentoring relationships, there comes a point of diminishing returns for commitments that last beyond two years.

In order to improve the quality of our mentoring relationships, we need to be more focused and more intentional in how we arrange for and follow through on them.  We must first determine how many relationships are needed in each category.  Then we should make a list of prospective persons.  Thirdly, we will need to decide how best to approach each person.  Once a person agrees to begin a mentoring relationship, several other questions should be answered.  For example, how often should we meet, where should we meet, what basic areas should we include, and when should we evaluate the progress we are making?

For almost two years Bobby Clinton and I agreed to a lateral mentoring relationship.  The basic ingredient was a three-hour meeting each couple of months.  Our focus was on challenging each other’s strategic concepts.  Except for a few minutes for personal updating and prayer, the entire exchange was devoted to cognitive interaction on the most important strategies that each of us were beginning to develop.  As a result, we would leave each meeting motivated to improve in the areas where we had been challenged.  Both of us had an assortment of other relationships, so we were able to concentrate on highly specialized and technical areas that were critical to our performance in resourcing other ministry leaders.

Can you imagine what it would be like if your church were able to double or triple the amount of effective mentoring over a period of several years?  What kind of impact would this have on the quantity and quality of leadership development?  How much difference would this make to having members want to be developing additional leaders in the context of their own ministries?

INCREASING PEOPLE FLOW TC  "INCREASING PEOPLE FLOW" \l 1 
Understanding and increasing people flow is the third critical point for change.  People flow is the means by which unchurched persons move toward responsible involvement in local churches, and it includes the processes of conversion, restoration and maturation.  Unfortunately, most congregations and leadership boards have a much clearer idea of their cash flow patterns than of their people flow patterns.  Pastors and lay leaders may be experts in pinpointing where money is going, where there are leaks and problems, and where growth has occurred, but they are woefully naive about how people flow into, through, and often out of their churches.  Yet in terms of our ultimate goals and purpose, which of these two flows is more important?



Becoming conscious of and facilitating how people are drawn into the church and given the opportunity to hear the gospel is an essential and critical focus.  I have identified two major pathways by which people flow into the church; I call them “front door” and “side door” pathways.
  In a front door strategy, people arrive on the church premises because of the programming.  It may be the music, preaching or attractive facilities that draw people like a magnet through the front door.  In a side door pathway, people come to the church less directly.  They slip in the side door because they have been met and ministered to in the community.  These side door ministries can be as varied as the more visible front door ministries.

Churches that use the first approach concentrate on a gospel by attraction; those that use the second approach focus on a gospel by sending, that is sending people out to bring people in.  Theologian Johannes Blauw refers to these contrasting forces as centripetal and centrifugal.  Centripetal action draws people toward the center of a church’s activities.  This was characteristic of mission activities in the Old Testament.  Centrifugal action, however, moves people away from the center of activities in an outside strategy similar to the approaches in the New Testament.  Both are means by which lost people can be led to salvation.

You need to understand the people flow system in your church.  Are people coming in through the front door or the side door?  Is this flow accidental or intentional?  Also, how many of these people are flowing out the back door without any impact being made on their lives?  By developing people flow systems, your church can provide the framework for goal setting, for strategy preparation, and for measuring effectiveness of one of your major missions.  Through focusing on this area, you can help unchurched people both believe and belong, and you can help Christians to reach full spiritual maturity.  In addition, through monitoring your people flow system, you can understand better the reasons people have for attending and leaving the church.

One of the most important things to understand about people flow systems is that all activities of the church are interconnected.  The pastor’s class, education, outreach and small groups all work together and need to relate to one another consciously and intentionally.  Leaders need to become much more sensitized to the flow, or lack of flow, of persons from one activity to the next.  One way to look at it is by using New Testament fishing imagery.  Jesus taught the disciples to become “fishers of men.”  Pastors and lay leaders also need to know where the dominant fishing pools are located and where the hook of the gospel actually appears.  A process for “catching and cleaning” needs to occur in every growing church.  While there may be elements of all of this going on in every church, the actual process is often a hit and miss effort and is less intentional than it should be.

There are two essential and interrelated life systems that contribute to people flow.  One is designing and monitoring the system; the other is identifying and training people for lifestyle evangelism.
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In the early years of outreach, churches often try many different approaches.  Sooner or later they discover that certain approaches work better than others.  Significant resources should not be committed until a particular strategy has proven itself.  Keep in mind, however, that no strategy lasts forever.  In fact, in today’s turbulent world it is a safe assumption that whatever used to work for us will probably need to be replaced by something else.

In addition, it is essential that someone be responsible for identifying not only the major pathways, but the major blockages to forward movement.  This person is as crucial to people flow as an accountant or business director is to the cash flow of a church.  Just as in the other life systems, this function cannot be left to take care of itself.  The person who is responsible for this area will be able to provide information that will enable leadership to make adjustments in their strategies and activities in winning and discipling people.  This life system will enable a church to "cast their nets" on another side of the boat and remain more sensitive and faithful to Christ's commands.
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The second life system concentrates on training persons to work at critical points along the pathways that lead into the church. Most people in the church have few friends outside the church.  In fact, the more they get involved in the church and the more committed they become, the fewer friends they have outside that circle.  Without an intentional focus, even new Christians will soon become inward focused and have no meaningful contact with the unchurched persons around them.  So it is essential to focus on developing a set of skills that will enable people to keep making new unchurched friends.  

There are three parts to this all important skill set.  The first part focuses on where to meet prospective friends and how to go about establishing a genuine two-way relationship.  The second part deals with how to identify and be sensitive to people's needs and how to respond initially to difficulties the friend is having as soon as they are mentioned.  The third part concentrates on knowing the church's resources that respond to the need and how to effectively invite the friend to meet with a person or attend an event that is a potential source of help.

An intentional strategy must be launched to identify and facilitate individuals for this type of lifestyle evangelism.  One resource that is often overlooked is people who are on the fringe of a ministry, perhaps misunderstood and under-affirmed, who have a special ability to maintain positive relationships with unchurched persons.  These are referred to as boundary spanning individuals (BSI’s).  They are at home both with church friends and with unchurched people, and they “span the boundaries” that separate Christians and non-Christians.  They are excellent people to involve in a side door ministry.

Also, people can be trained to meet and greet people who come into the church either through the front or the side door.  The main point is that there should be a strategy and it should be intentional, not left to chance.

Churches that excel in equipping members to establish relationships with unchurched persons often offer practical training on an ongoing basis, such as case studies and role playing, to reinforce the skills.  Members should also be given frequent opportunities to hear the stories of those who are witnessing as a way of life, and people who have been folded into the church through lifestyle evangelism can tell their stories.  If a people flow strategy is operating along with the other life systems, then there will always be examples of persons who have become new Christians during the last two or three years.  These “exhibit A’s” will not only encourage the church, but will be key indicators of the strategies that are working best.

Can you imagine what it would be like if your church were able to double or triple the number of persons who have been assimilated through all of the friendship making and overall ministry activities?  What kind of positive impact would this have on the ability  of the congregation to fulfill its mission?  How much of a difference would this make to morale and to the momentum of your ministry?

CHARTING AMIDST CHANGE TC  "CHARTING AMIDST CHANGE" \l 1 
The last critical point concentrates on determining congregational direction.  Planning efforts today are much more challenging than in the past because of the number and speed at which changes are occurring in the church and society.  Congregational planners have traditionally assumed that most changes would be both gradual and predictable.  However, the unprecedented societal shifts that we have noted earlier may cause many congregational leaders to conclude that attempts to project the future are no longer worth the effort.  On the other hand, at the opposite end of the spectrum, there are those who insist that not only is planning essential, but that there must be five-to-ten-year detailed projections for all staffing, programs, facilities, and finances.
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It is best to avoid either of these extremes.  Obviously churches can not afford to abandon planning altogether or to be bound by obsolete and overly rigid approaches.  Instead, future planning approaches must be dynamic and interactive.  We must assume that rapid and tumultuous changes are normal, that the pace and magnitude of change overall may well increase, and that planning must occur through interrelations with and interdependence upon other life systems.  Planning is sterile and carnal if, for example, it is not undergirded and prepared for by corporate intercession or it if ignores the demands of people flow.

What we are most certain about is that congregations, as they plan, need to concentrate on constantly developing and refining their vision.  Fortunately, futuring and envisioning are currently hot topics in the secular realm as well as in the Christian press.  Some of this recent interest is undoubtedly being fueled by a societal preoccupation with the turn of the millennium, now that it is less than a decade away. 

To be effective, a congregational vision at any moment in time must be captivating, compelling, and comprehensive.  The direction must be clear and specific.  It must stretch and inspire the imagination, but it must also be obtainable and flexible.  It must be complete in terms of covering the critical categories, but not become overly detailed or limited in its options.  Three interrelated life systems must therefore be harnessed simultaneously.  The first concentrates on charting the future, the second deals with managing and communicating change, and the third addresses organizational streamlining.
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Even though the turf is changing dramatically, planning for the future can continue to build upon the three proven phases of planning - assessing trends, determining goals and implementing strategies.  In some instances, it will  be necessary to use different planning language or to break these phases into additional categories.  But, overall, these three phases can be used effectively for most comprehensive ten-year projections with each phase being broken into a series of much more amplified and adaptable cycles.

For most congregations, a time frame of nine to fifteen months is adequate to accomplish the initial planning process.  If the five or ten-year projections are produced in less than nine months, it is probable that some essential components have been short-circuited.  If the planning period goes beyond fifteen months, it is probable that the overall impact will be diminished.  In other words, there is clearly a point of diminishing returns that should be avoided.  It is imperative, for the sake of the congregation,  that this intensive process culminate in a crescendo.  It is tragic to be part of overly prolonged processes which end in boredom or exhaustion rather than in celebration and exhilaration.

Congregations become weary of a planning process that gets bogged down.  The “world record” was logged in by a mainline group in the San Francisco Bay area a few years ago.  They had been meeting continuously for eight years, working on their long-range plan.  When I called them and inquired about how they were progressing, they said, “Things are going fine, and we are still enjoying the process as much as ever!”  My personal opinion is that the group was misnamed as a planning group.  It had been meeting primarily for fellowship and pie, rather than for serious planning.

A great deal has been learned about effectiveness in congregational planning during the past decade.  The process can range from a strong consultant-led approach to a primarily team-led approach, with the consultant coaching a team of lay leaders from behind the scenes.  In all cases, however, it is essential that a broad base of ownership of the plans be established through a series of pulse group sessions with members.  

These pulse group sessions consist of as many groups of fifteen to twenty five people that the church can assemble.  An atmosphere of trust is established as the facilitator listens to and records, without editorial comment, the responses of people to several key questions. Usually, several rounds of two-way communication are required before a cohesive, overall direction will emerge.

Several additional trends and developments should have a significant impact upon future planning.

Expansion of contextual or environmental categories.  Another new development in assisting congregations to chart their future is the expansion of diagnostic categories and the availability of information in usable formats.  Most people now are familiar with the term demographics, and understand the need for planning processes to be informed about the ethnicity, vocation, education, income, etc., of groups and communities.  Another word, psychographics, is now distinguished from its parent term, demographics.  The field of psychographics examines and develops information on the “softer” and less easily assessed categories of beliefs and attitudes.

In addition to these types of assessments, the church should be interested in what is happening in spiritual demographics, or dynagraphics.  Its root is traced to the spiritual powers of darkness and light.  We are learning to respect the spiritual histories of communities and of congregations as unique and significant.  Whether it is the Native American pagan temples or the more contemporary practices of Satanism, certain communities have developed a higher resistance or receptivity to the gospel, due to the abundance or absence of certain spiritual practices.  Years of effective and focused Christian intercession, for instance, is proving in many cities to have a powerful effect upon a particular congregation’s ability to reach a particular unchurched audience.

All of these insights need to be factored into a church’s preplanning and monitoring processes.  Indeed, in this technological age, these external information categories can be accessible, through CD ROM, in the form of attractive, affordable, and usable charts and computer enhanced video presentations.  Such innovations should serve to make the available information more alive and more likely to effect the strategic decisions of congregational leaders.

Segmenting into new niches.  Congregations must also continue to overcome their inhibitions about discussing the subject of targeting particular audiences.  In many cases, their survival will be dependent upon having a working knowledge of this new frontier of research and planning.  Church leaders can no longer afford to avoid taking a position on which segment(s) of their community represent their God-given mission. 

Misperceptions about culture.  Along with the discovery of new niches will come the realization that culture is much more important than previously realized.  The important parts of segmenting are not, for example, the typical distinctions of ethnic identity or age, but the more subtle socio-economic distinctions and differences attributable to philosophy of ministry and leadership style.  Many leaders only have an inkling of understanding regarding these categories and often do not see their ultimate potential for strategic impact.

Customizing ministries.  The past has been characterized by copying successful models of ministry.  Many seminars have been presented by individuals who have grown a thriving ministry, and hundreds of people have come out to try to learn from the “expert.”  However, the best help is given when a church is enabled and encouraged to discover its own unique mission and to work on the means to accentuate this identity in more specific and creative ways.  Today, many churches are ineffective because they continue to attempt to find the “right” formula by borrowing it from some other group that claims to have the best approach.  Clearly, the trends are moving in the opposite direction.

Getting out of debt.  In the not too distant future, ministries will fall into one of two categories:

•
Those that are debt free and positioned to put the majority of their financial resources into effective staff and innovative strategies.

•
Those that operate on the financial edge, always making desperate pleas for additional funds caused by unforeseen crises.

With the professional expertise now available, churches should consider how to expand their financial income while they reduce the amount of their facilities-related debt.  Enormous differences occur, for example, when debt timetables can be reduced incrementally from 30 to 20, from 15 to 7, or from 5 to 0 years.

Can you imagine what it would be like if your church were able to double or triple its overall results, through having a larger and more effective vision for the future?  What kind of positive impact would this have on the unchurched community?  How much of a difference would this make to morale and to the momentum of your ministry?
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From this point forward, congregational planners must come to grips with the fact that the pace of change will continue to increase in all aspects of ministry.  Three key areas of change that must be anticipated are increased mobility, increased diversity, and increased complexity.  First, people will be increasingly mobile in both churches and communities.  In fact, the incidence of people coming and going is so high in some church communities that pastors feel that they are preaching to a parade.  They must “catch them while they go by.”  While this may be helpful for initial evangelism, it is difficult to build people for future ministry in the church.  If this type of mobility is a reality in your church, then it has to figure into your planning.

The diversity of churches will also increase.  We will find diversity in people, preference, backgrounds, and experiences.  Also, most ministries will become more complex; factors produced by the societal changes we have mentioned will increase the degree of difficulty for ministries to connect.

While these increases are occurring, two opposite trends must be factored into the equation.  There will be a decrease in two areas:  denominational loyalty and financial generosity.  What does all of this mean for the average church?  Planning must become more dynamic.  Leaders must become students of change.  Pastors must welcome, enjoy, and even thrive on change if they are to remain effective.

Additionally, communication becomes an increasingly important function in a church community when new waters are being charted.  Many relatively well run churches encounter problems in perception on the part of members of the congregation because of poor communication.

In a consultation with a thriving mainline church in a well educated and wealthy community, I discovered deep pockets of resentment on the part of a wide variety of constituents because many people did not understand what the leadership team was doing, and it seemed to them that the needs and concerns of the congregation were not being considered.  This perception had risen to a dangerous point with many people ready to resist the outreach plans of the leadership and to withdraw financial support.  The main problem in this congregation was not the quality or integrity of its planning process, but that too little attention had been paid to communication.  This had led to many in the congregation misinterpreting the motives and actions of their leaders.  Once a system for good two-way communication was established for this church, people were happier and more committed.  Many of the "problems" that this church thought it had disappeared once good listening and effective communicating took place.  The people in the congregation could concentrate on developing and carrying out their mission rather than getting bogged down in "vain imaginings."

Can you imagine what it would be like if your church were at least able to cut in half its reaction time to new problems and began to see them as opportunities that are caused by external changes?  How can you develop a communication system that allows people to feel part of what the church is about and be able to contribute their giftedness?  What kind of positive impact would this have on the ability of the congregation to fulfill its mission?  How much of a difference would this make to morale and to the momentum of your ministry?
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As change impacts a congregation there are adjustments which must be made to the internal organizational structures.  The structure may now be at odds with installing and restructuring the life systems, and some restructuring may be in order.  At least one person, or more ideally a small team, could to be assigned to investigate what adjustments should be made and to make recommendations for continuously improving the operations of the life systems.  There are four steps that this person or group could take to accomplish this:

1.
Revisit scriptural principles of organizational structure.

2.
Review the purpose and functioning of organizational structure.

3.
Study the principles that are shaping the structures of viable 21st century congregations and corporations.

4.
Design an appropriate streamlining strategy.

First, it is important to understand that Scripture supports and demonstrates organizational structuring.  For example, Moses organized Israel into units of thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens.   Nehemiah deployed people, resources, and processes.  Paul established principles regarding elders and deacons in the Gentile churches.  Scripture does not decree that any one organizational structure is better than another, but is clear that there should be order, responsibility, and decision making, and that the body should function according to its gifts.

Another task involves defining purposes and goals that inform the church's present organizational structure, and seeing which parts of it no longer serve the vision and ministry of the church.  The organizational structure needs to support and generate the ministry, and enable the life systems to grow and thrive.  This means the resources of the church should be examined to make sure they are supporting the current priorities.  These resources include not only funds and facilities, but other resources we have identified in the life systems people's time, giftedness, and energy.  The value of structure is that it can channel the right resources to the right place at the right time in order to generate the right results.

Additionally, a streamlined church structure will clearly indicate where authority rests within the church, delineate acceptable guidelines for executing the mission, and establish lines of communication.  These guidelines and lines of communication will be as clear and unencumbered as possible and will have accountability built into them. 

A third task is to become aware of those principles that are shaping other viable 21st century churches.  First, in all successful organizations, including the church, mission and vision, not maintenance, are the driving force.  The structure follows mission and is shaped and directed by it.  In a mission driven structure the right people do the right tasks in the right places at the right times.  This means that the structure will enhance and promote, for example, Life SystemTM4, Mobilization.  Second, structures appropriate for the 21st century tend to be decentralized.  Staff and volunteers are equipped and released for ministry. Where authority is released, permissions given, and where emerging leaders experiment with new strategies, more leaders will be developed and more ministry will occur.  When leaders decentralize tasks and communication and trust exist, new energy and effectiveness will be unleashed.  

Working hand in hand with decentralization and empowerment is the emergence of process teams.  In the new structure, similar ministry processes are grouped together instead of fragmented.  People come together to  partner on tasks and become mission-directed work teams that fulfill a specific mission and strategy.  Their collaboration within the team and with other teams can generate a synergism that is contagious and compelling. 

The fourth task of Organizational Streamlining is designing an appropriate strategy to accomplish the task.  This means defining your mission and vision and designing a structure that focuses on the Life SystemsTM as they relate to your church.  Job descriptions and organizational charts should be kept as unencumbered as possible.  Mission-directed teams, according to the Life SystemsTM framework, should be empowered to continue charting the direction in their respective areas.  Maximum "buy in" to the benefits and value of the new structure should be secured and minimal restrictions should be placed upon the teams.  Trust and credibility are thereby earned.

Can you imagine what it would be like to have an organizational structure with a minimum of bureaucratic constraints?  What would it take, on an ongoing basis, to remove any barriers that are preventing organizational streamlining and to generate an environment in which the life systems could flourish and interact with one another?

LIFTOFF TC  "LIFTOFF" \l 1 
Our Lord's challenge in Matthew, "I will build my church" is as important today as it was 2,000 years ago.  If He does not return during the few remaining years of this century, the passage will still be a primary directive for 21st century congregations.  The church of the 21st century, however, will not be the same church which Christ commissioned during his post resurrection appearances.  Both the terrain and the audience expectations have vastly changed.

The mission of His church today has remained amazingly constant: to send disciples into the harvest to begin new congregations.  But it cannot ignore a second, implicit task:  to revitalize those congregations which are stuck in neutral or stagnated in unhealthy circumstances.

Denominational strategies are obligated by scriptural command and by the condition of the average church to assign a top priority to both the development and the redevelopment of congregations.  Most denominational executives would agree that the challenge of redevelopment is now so severe that it is sapping the vital portion of energy that should be invested in planting new congregations.

Our culture conditions us to simplify and to cut corners.  In the era of the one minute manager, pastors, like other professionals, are constantly looking for THE secret to a healthy and growing church.  As this publication has shown, pastoral leadership is not an easy vocation.  In fact, the pitfalls and disappointments are numerous.

Yet in spite of the enormous complexity and diversity of churches there is a common denominator that can be observed in every growing church.  It is in the interaction between all of the Life SystemsTM.  When each Life SystemTM becomes healthy and effective it has a ripple effect on the rest of the systems.  By itself a Life SystemTM is incomplete.  Just as in the physical body, the parts are designed to interact and work together to produce a whole.  In the church, intercession interacts with mobilization, organizational streamlining affects people flow, and so on.  When enough of the Life SystemsTM become effective the synergism is unstoppable; the church experiences new health and vitality, and the negative forces that were holding it back begin to leave the system.

As you may have suspected, although the secret is easy to identify, the results are not nearly as easy to produce.  One of the primary challenges facing congregations that desire to be effective in the twenty first century concerns the matching of resources.  Congregations must excel at finding resources that will match their unique needs.  In fact the odds of most congregations discovering the combination on their own is quite low.  However, there appear to be two factors which increase the odds more than any others.

First, struggling and ineffective churches will need to locate an appropriate template  -  prototypes of congregations that are doing what they have not been able to do.  Each church should try to find another church that can serve as a positive example.  In most instances this will involve at least one visit to these churches in order to find out exactly how their life systems function.  To qualify, this model church must have a compatible philosophy and a strategy that is working.  Unfortunately, too many churches try to import  and duplicate approaches and strategies that are working for various well known, thriving churches, only to find that these strategies do not work for them.  This is because the strategies did not arise out of an analysis of, and response to, their own situation.  In fact,  every church, like every person, has a unique identity and a unique strategy and there is no one way to put all the life systems together.  However, if a church can find a church that is similar to itself and use it as a model rather than trying to duplicate strategies, they are clearly on the road to effectiveness.

Secondly, more will be required of the average church than merely desiring to grow or identifying a congregation that can serve as a positive example.  Increasingly, there is evidence from pastors and denominational executives of another missing piece.  In order to maximize their activities, ineffective churches may also need to find an affordable and effective ministry coach.  Growth in many instances will not occur until someone with coaching skills comes alongside the congregational leaders.  Ministry coaches bring the knowledge and perspective that enable churches to build teams and run plays that eventually accomplish the desired result in each of the critical points of preparation.

A great deal is at stake in applying these systems strategies.  For leaders who dedicate themselves to improving ministry operations there will be great personal fulfillment.  Watching a ministry "liftoff" produces an emotional and spiritual high that exceeds even a sports championship or a successful rocket launch.  Nothing can match the joy of watching unchurched persons finding Christ in the context of a healthy, harmonious, and vision inspired congregation.  Healthy systems enable new disciples of Christ to rapidly advance in their faith and often to assume leadership responsibilities with extraordinary achievements.

There remains no viable alternative and very little middle ground.  The majority of America's congregations will need to choose during the next several years between a slow, agonizing death and a fruitful, abundant harvest.  Leaders that have determined to be early adopters in this religious reformation are positioning their congregations now for significant advances, rather than steady retreat.  They are actively involved in retooling and retrofitting each life system.  They are on the alert and either experiencing or expecting a liftoff to occur.  On the other hand, those who hesitate too long will likely miss the greatest opportunity within several generations to impact their world with Christian truth. 

These are serious and profound issues facing our congregations.  If you are ready to become a part of the solution please join me in sounding the alarm to other congregations and in proposing these strategic solutions.

Let's shout from the rooftops the warning to get ready for the Big One!  But let us be equally diligent in praying and working together so that liftoff can occur and Christ can be lifted up as the church enters the 21st century with power and grace.

Artwork prepared by:


Milly Sonneman


HANDS•ON GRAPHICS


607 Mapleton Avenue


Boulder, CO  80304

�	Paul D. Standley and J. Robert Clinton, Connecting:  the Mentoring Relationships You Need to Succeed in Life, Navpress, 1992, pp.162.


�	R. Daniel Reeves and Ronald Jenson.  Always Advancing:  Modern Strategies for Church Growth, Here's Life, 1984, pp. 67-89.






_1008766552.doc
[image: image1.png]






_1008766628.doc
[image: image1.png]






_1008766735.doc
[image: image1.png]






_1008767553.doc
[image: image1.png]






_1008766692.doc
[image: image1.png]PASTOR'S
PERSONAL TRAINING
HEART ALLEGIANCE

CORPORATE  INTERCESSION SPIRITUAL DI5CIPLINES

GENERATING SPIRITUAL ENERGY







_1008766591.doc
[image: image1.png]






_1008763984.doc
[image: image1.png]






