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Brendan Pratt

Thinking About Church
The church is the object of Christ’s supreme regard. E G White
“The members of our church should give diligent attention  to the word of God, that they may understand their duty and then labor with all their energies of the mind and heart to make their church one of the most prosperous in the land.” (R&H 9-6-1881)

Three questions are at the core of how your church works:

1 - What The Church Is To Be?

The biggest challenge we have in transforming a congregation is in how people think about the church.

The first picture that comes into the mind of your church members when they hear the word ‘church’ will determine how they will go about being and doing church.

The question of what the church is to ‘be’ needs to be answered first if we are to put our “do” and “how” into the right context.   When we fail to pray about, work through and communicate a healthy, Biblical picture of the church we then also easily miss the point in regard to how we will minister and what resources, processes and programmes we will use.
Common Pictures of ‘church’ include:

-A building

-A service

-An organisation
These picture have more to do with a Constantinian construct of the church then they do a New Testament picture.
A Healthy Picture of the ‘Church’
Community

The primary pictures of ‘church’ in the New Testament are ones of community. The Greek word which we translate ‘church’ is ekklesia, the Greek word for community.

Community is at the very essence of God’s nature.  God, as expressed in the trinity, already existed as community.  God created us for community and until we understand how this works we will keep chasing the wrong things.  God is expressed as we live out his dream of community where there is a love for God that is reflected in a deep love for His other children.   The church should be the primary place where this community is expressed.  “They will know you by your love”
The whole Bible is the story of God’s ongoing attempts to create community; how sin destroys it and how God does whatever it takes to make a way for that community to be experienced again.  The way community is expressed among believers is vital in showing that there is a group of people who live by God’s plan and shine His character to the world.
Ideas for Creating a Picture of Community:

· Think about what’s on your Bulletin cover?

· Think about what pictures you paint of ‘church’?

· How does what you preach contribute to a picture of community.  For Adventists our theological understandings of ‘Sabbath’ and ‘State of the Dead’ are wonderful pictures of community.
· Vision cast for community i.e Cast it, Celebrate it, Live it.

On a Mission

This New Community is not just any ordinary gathering of people.  It is Christ’s body.  Christ gives His new community a mission and for Adventists this understanding of mission is intensified in the book of 

Revelation.

In Revelation, the church is described as Christ’s bride.  This makes the church worthy of our best time and energy.  Revelation 2 describes the church being held in His hand.

In Revelation 2 & 3 we find descriptions of churches with commendations and warnings.  In seeing what is commended and warned against we get a picture of the church God has in mind.

1 – Ephesus

Servanthood factor high however has lost love and with it their sense of Community.  Jon Paulien says ‘They were so busy heresy hunting that they had lost brotherly love’.
2 - Smyrna

Commended for Spiritual faithfulness
3 – Pergamum – Commended for True Worship however tolerate false teaching
4 - Thyatira

Commended for Love, Faith, Service and Perseverance however tolerate false teaching
5 - Sardis

Great reputation however had fallen into complacency.  Had lost Passionate Spirituality.
6 - Philadelphia

Commended for taking opportunity and being a faithful witness - Evangelism Factor

7 – Laodecia

Reality Check

Revelation 12 & 14 give a picture of an end-time community on a mission.  The description includes:
1 – Obey God’s commandments and hold to the testimony of Jesus 12:17.  We must be teaching our churches what it means to be disciples of Christ and how to apply the gospel in their everyday lives. (Growing Spiritually).  
2 –The rest of her offspring (remnant) Rev 12:17 (God’s new Community). The remnant is a community that shows the world what happens when a group of people choose to live life God’s way.  We need to grow our churches in the sense of community where we are loving one another deeply, encouraging each other and putting othes needs ahead of our own.  The world needs to see God’s word applied in the lives of a group of believers. (Community)

3 – Proclaiming the gospel 14:6, including that Babylon (systems of worship that do not put God first) are fallen14:8.  We are to take seriously our command to be outward focused.  We need to let the world, that is ‘drunk on self’, know that there is a better way of life for now and eternity. (Sharing)
4 – Giving Him glory for judgment is come.  Worship Him 14:7 We are commanded to take worship seriously.  Worshipping God for what he has is and will do.  In this context we are to commanded to worship God for his creative power which brings with it a responsibility to steward our environments. (Worshipping)
5 – Following the lamb wherever He goes 14:14.  This is a fantastic picture of a community of people who have given their own lives away and are prepared to follow God on His mission.  (Serving)
After establishing our mission we can then evaluate models of ‘church’, resources, programmes etc on the basis of how they contribute to us achieving our mission.
Myth-Debunking Truths About The Church

-The church is a living organism, not a static institution

-The church is so much more than a building

-The church is not to be bound to a single location

-God is the seeker, we are on His mission to seek

-The church is much more than a one-hour service held on day a week

-The kingdom of God is meant to be decentralized but people tend to centralize

-We are each God’s temple and together we are also His temple

I think Starbucks cares more about selling my neighbours coffee then the little church down the street cares about helping its neighbours find forgiveness in Christ.  Churches would never admit this, and to say it out loud sounds harsh, but they live it every day. – leoskwo posting on OutofUr.com
The gospel says, “Go,” but our church buildings say, “Stay.”

The gospel says, “Seek the lost,” but our churches say, “Let the lost seek the church.”

Howard Snyder (The Problem of Wineskins)

“The answers are not found in our models, methods and manmade systems but in the truth of God’s Word and in being filled and led by the spirit of God.” Neil Cole (Organic Church)

“Men are looking for better methods; God is looking for better men”

E.M Bounds, Power Through Prayer
“A ship in the harbour is safe, but that is not what ships are made for”

2 - What Is The Church To Do?

If we are to be this ‘community on a mission’ we must do those things that ensure this community is lived out.  Once again this is not something we need to invent.  The Bible makes it very clear what this new community is to do.

(1), Evangelism - A continuous effort to find lost people must be made. (Matthew 28:19-20; Mark 16:15, Acts 1:8; Colossians 1:28)   
(2), Community- genuine fellowship must be facilitated among believers (Acts 2:42; Hebrews 10:24-25; Philemon 2:1-4; 1 John 1:3.)                                                                                                 

(3), Worship – The church must facilitate worship (John 4:23-24; Acts 2:42)                          

(4), Discipleship – Instruction, reproof and spiritual growth must happen in an intentional way. (Acts 20:28-32; 2 Timothy 2:2; Ephesians 4:12-13)                                                                                    

 (5), Service – Each member is to be glorifying God and edifying one another through ministry (Ephesians 4:11-12, 1 Peter 4:10, 1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12:6-11)

These to ‘do’ purposes are summarised well in our Adventist Fundamentals:

We are then growing people to become

Sharing,

Serving,

Connecting, 

Growing

Worshipping believers.

3 - How Is The Church To Do Ministry?

There is no one right way to do church.  In fact, there are as many ways to go about how we apply the purposes as there are congregations.  The ‘how’ of church life is where we must, with our leadership teams, pray about and discern what God wants to do in and through the congregations we serve in. 
The diagram here uses the eight Natural Church Development factors as a link toward establishing the ‘how’s’.   Research of congregations world-wide in various contexts highlights how in churches that are achieving their mission these eight factors make up the framework of “how” to go about being and doing church.  Keep in mind these may not be the only “how” factors and will be lived out in different ways in each congregation.
Too often congregations take on models and programmes that are the “hows” for other environments and wonder why they do not work for them.  It is seemingly easier to take on an already established model rather then doing the seeking of God’s will and evaluation of our congregational contexts to determine how God wants our congregation to go about ministry.  

This does not mean we cannot borrow from other churches.  We will find useful resources and processes that work for them and can then be adapted for effectiveness in our context.  Answering the ‘be’, ‘do’ and ‘how’ questions allows us to use various resources with a measurement in place that determines what and how we will use these other tools.
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There is no one Biblical way to do church 
Churches must be free to develop creative forms and structures to apply the New Testament principles.

Explore Dream Discover 
1 – Empowering Leadership

Is the ministry of the leaders focusing on equipping other Christians to serve?

In a healthy church the role of the pastor is to equip, support, motivate and mentor other leaders.  The pastor must invest the majority of time in discipleship, delegation and multiplication.  Leadership must happen at various levels that allows decisions to me made and evaluated at the level closest to where a ministry function is happening.  This involves training in leadership and having systems in place that ensure effective integration is happening between leaders.

2 – Gift Oriented Ministry

Are the tasks in the church distributed according to the criterion of the spiritual gifts of individual Christians?

The role of church leadership is to help its members to identify their gifts and to integrate them into appropriate ministries.  The challenge comes in developing effective ways to encourage people to understand what their gifts are and how they can most effectively be used in the body of Christ.

3 – Passionate Spirituality

Is the spiritual life of the members characterized by prayer and enthusiasm?

Do the people in our congregation live committed lives and practise faith with joy and enthusiasm.  Schwarz observes that spiritual passion is evidenced in two major ways: by church members being enthusiastic about the church and by them having an “inspiring experience” in the prayer life of the church.

4 – Functional Structures

Are the forms, regulations and institutions of the church designed according to the criterion of what is the most useful for the development of the church?

Structures need to reflect function and they need to be readily changed to meet functional needs.  Structure should enhance the selection and training of leaders and promote ongoing multiplication of the ministry.

5 – Inspiring Worship Services

Is attending the worship service an inspiring experience for church members?

All the parts of the church service should become more and more the vehicles through which the Spirit of God and God’s love can be experienced in the community of Christians.

6 – Holistic Small Groups

Are small groups integrated into the life of the church in a holistic way?

The continuous multiplication of small groups is a universal church growth principle.  Such groups however must be ‘holistic’ groups which go beyond just discussion Bible passages to applying its message to daily life.

7 – Need Oriented Evangelism

Are the forms and contents of the evangelistic activities related to the needs of those we are trying to win?

It is essential to know which members have the gift of evangelism and then direct these people into appropriate ministry areas.  All church members must  be taught to have a part in carrying out the Great Commission using their strengths and relationships.

8 – Loving Relationships

Are the relationships of the members of our congregation characterized by a high degree of love and affection?

Virtually every NT book exhorts believers to love each other and to care for each other.

Our fundamental questions then are not “How do we attract more people to our worship service?” but rather, “How can we grow in each of the eight quality areas?”  Behind this question is the conviction – both theologically and empirically - that genuine quality will ultimately impact quantitative growth

Thinking About Church Life Cycles

· All living organisms have a Life Cycle.

· Church is a living organism - not merely an Institution.

· Unlike the human body church life cycles can be renewed.
· The further down the right hand side a church moves the harder it is to renew, however, it is still possible.

· Healthy church planting can help a church renew its life cycle.

· Churches can live at the maximum efficiency point.

· Left to their own drift, churches move through the life cycle in remarkably predictable ways.
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 Organizational life stages:

1- Conception

2- Infancy

3- Expansion

4- Balance

5- Stagnation

6- Disability

Critical Points
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Point A – many churches never develop the programme/systems that achieve the vision of the church.

Point B – most churches do not have systems in place that help them identify when they have started moving down the right hand side.

Point C – The church realises that it is in decline but takes the wrong action to address what is happening.

Vision, Relationships, Programmes, Management
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V = Vision

R = Relationships

P = Programmes

M = Management

Vrpm

A healthy church plant starts with a high level of vision.  There are not many relationships as the church has not impacted many people at this point.  There are not many programmes and management is very fluid.
VrPm

Programmes are shaped to achieve the vision.

VRPm

If the Programmes work and achieve the vision people join the groups and relationships increase.

VRPM

Systems (management) are put in place to make sure everything works well and is supported and that resources are being stewarded well.

vRPM

Vision is swapped by church life.  People think programmes are the vision.  New people joining do see the programmes but do not have an opportunity to hear the vision.  A new generation grows up without the vision being explained to them.

vrPM

The programme is now more important than people.  At this point attendance starts to decline as relationships (especially with new people) become less significant.

vrpM

People no longer want to serve in the programmes and consequently ministries are disbanded.

vrPM

The congregation meets to ‘revive’ the church.  Instead of re-envisioning they choose to do the programmes they used to.  People rally around to ‘save the church’.

vrpM
The programmes die and the church keeps managing in decline until even management dies.

vrpm

The ‘church’ (in name only as it is not achieving the biblical purposes of the church) keeps going with just enough income to get by until often the congregation literally dies.
Vision is the key to church revitalization.

Not just any vision but God’s vision of what He wants the church to ‘be’ and ‘do’. God Honouring, Outward Focused Vision is crucial in turning churches around and starting a new life-cycle.
The vision will focus on:

· Growing in relationship with God

· Connecting with one another

· Serving in the church and community

· Worshipping

· Sharing faith.
How each church goes about implementing the vision in terms of these five purposes will be different for every congregation.  Shaping this plan takes lots of prayer, diligence and exploring together.
Avoiding Stagnation and Disability

1. Make sure a discipleship process is in place that grows people in personal spiritual disciplines.

2. Actively cast an outward focused vision.

3. Increase the pace of leadership development while in stage 3.

4. Ensure that leaders have access to ample and reliable information about the state of the ministry.

5. Leaders must help the ministry refocus and renew before hitting stagnation.
Revitalizing On The Down Side
1. Prayer is the most important factor in turning churches around.  Create an environment of prayer seeking God’s leading for the mission of the church and for one another.  (Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson, Comeback Churches, B&H Books, 2007.

identified prayer as the number one turn-around factor – see appendix one summary.)

2. Focus on what the church is to Be and Do with a compelling Outward Vision
3. Focus on Steps over Programmes

4. Develop A Culture of Evaluation
5. Communicate often
Discussion Questions:

1. Where would you put your church/es on the life-cycle?

2. Do you think your leadership team would agree with your assessment?

3. What do you think it would take for your church to move to a healthier place on the cycle?

4. How might your congregation lift the value of prayer and what ideas can you implement to encourage your church members to pray for the church?

5. How well do you think your members can articulate the vision of the church?

6. What do you think can be done on a conference level to address life-cycle issues in our conference?

Life-Cycle Assessment Tool

Step 1

Take a moment to answer the 25 questions below which will give you an idea of where your church is at on the life-cycle.  Answer with the impression that first comes to mind regarding the description of your congregation.
5=This is exactly us

4=Very much describes us

3=Often

2=To some extent

1=Hardly

0=Not at all
When your leadership team have each added their totals, average them to determine a score for  that area of the life cycle.

	1
	There is a strong sense of Purpose at our church, we are very clear on where we are going
	 0   1    2    3    4    5

	2
	The programmes our church runs change lives
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	3
	 People are generally enthusiastic about being involved in the life or our church
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	4
	Our church is innovative and we see new ministries and programmes often
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	5
	I know this church is being used to reach lost people
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	6
	I can see that we have programmes to help people grow spiritually in our church
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	7
	Our church is a lot more than a Sabbath morning worship service
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	8
	Our church has a good system for keeping everything running well
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	9
	Our church leaders are visionary
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	10
	Our church has some excellent outreach ministries
	0   1    2    3    4    5


	11
	Most of our members are in attendance every Sabbath
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	12
	Our church board/leadership team makes significant decisions about the future plans of our church
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	13
	We make sure we have ways new members can understand the mission of our church
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	14
	Our church has a variety of programmes to reach people
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	15
	New people quickly make friends in our church family
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	16
	Our board does a good job keeping everything sorted in our church
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	17
	I am excited about the future plans of our church
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	18
	Our church has a very full bulletin, there is a lot going on
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	19
	New people are regularly becoming part of our church family
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	20
	Our church is well managed financially
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	21
	A lot has changed in our church over the last ten years
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	22
	Our church is not content to be ‘just the faithful little remnant’
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	23
	People are eager to serve in our church making it easy to staff the ministries of our church
	0   1    2    3    4    5

	24
	Our church is very well organised.
	0   1    2    3    4    5


  25 The Big Question:

Where would you rate your church as far as being Inward v’s Outward focused?
Inward Focus




Outward Focus

1

2

3

4

5

Step 2

Copy your scores for each question into the corresponding box below and then add the lines going across and write your answer in the Total box.












    Total

	Vision
	1
	5
	9
	13
	17
	21
	

	Programmes
	2
	6
	10
	14
	18
	22
	

	Relationships
	3
	7
	11
	15
	19
	23
	

	Management
	4
	8
	12
	16
	20
	24
	


Step 3
Now average the totals of your team for each area

	
	My Total
	Team Total

	Vision


	
	

	Programmes


	
	

	Relationships


	
	

	Management


	
	


Step 4
Now shape your VRPM profile

Over 15 = a capital letter for that factor

Less than 15 = a small letter for that factor

Step 5

Now match your profile to the life cycle chart.  You may not fit a profile exactly, buy  you will have a reasonable idea.  Keep in mind there are two points on the cycle that have vrPM:  One after the church has decided to turn things around and one before that decision.
Appendix 1

Comeback Churches

Summarised From:

Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson, Comeback Churches, B&H Books, 2007.

What can be done to change the direction of churches that are merely existing or that are dying? 

Comeback churches come in all ages and all sizes

Evaluate your church’s current condition.  
· This might involve an outside consultant or denominational leader
· Involve many people in the Church – Comeback leaders have recognized that the congregation has to be part of the turnaround.  “Those who row the boat  have little time to rock the boat”

· Churches wanting change must discuss, discuss, discuss

Comeback Leaders:

· Pray Passionately

· Distinguish between obvious symptoms and underlying problems
· Take the initiative for change

· Challenge Excuses

· Make time to learn

· Model Evangelistic Passion

· Share the ministry

· Spend time with their leaders

· Understand that leadership is more about what you can get done through others than what you can do yourself

· Cast a clear and compelling vision

· Multiply themselves
Comeback pastors and their best leaders needed to focus their time on two groups: leaders and the lost.
Comeback churches had new or renewed pastors or staff.  40% of comeback churched changed without changing their senior pastor; however, the senior pastor was ‘renewed’.  Comeback leaders got a new vision and clear direction at any age.

Comeback Churches:

Recognise Three Faith Factors

These three factors are always necessary to lead a comeback church:

· Renewed belief in Jesus and the mission of the church 

· Renewed attitude for servant-hood, and

· More strategic prayer effort

Growing deep in love with Jesus

Growing deeply in love with the community

Growing deeply in love with the lost

· Value Worship
· Take Biblical Preaching Seriously

· Have a Planned Process for Evangelism

· Connect People To Spiritual Maturity

· Motivate and Mobilize People
· Create an atmosphere of Expectation

· Create an Atmosphere of Equipping

· Create an Atmosphere of Empowerment

· Often Change Their Facilities to help Facilitate Growth
Top Ten Most Common Transformations for Comeback Churches

1 Prayer

2 Children’s Ministry

3 Evangelism

4 Youth Ministry

5 Leadership

6 Missions

7 Assimilation

8 Worship

9 Sunday School/Small Groups

10 Organizational Structure

Top Three Factors: 
· Prayer, 
· Evangelism 

· Preaching

Biggest Challenges: 
· Attitudes, 
· Finances, 
· Facilities

For more information, tools and powerpoint presentations go to www.comebackchurches.com
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Seventh-day Adventists Believe…





The church is the community of believers who confess Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour. In continuity with the people of God in Old Testament times, we are called out from the world; and we join together for worship, for fellowship, for instruction in the Word, for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, for service to all mankind, and for the worldwide proclamation of the gospel. The church derives its authority from Christ, who is the incarnate Word, and from the Scriptures which are the written Word. The church is God’s family; adopted by Him as children, its members live on the basis of the new covenant. The church is the body of Christ, a community of faith of which Christ Himself is the Head. The church is the bride for whom Christ died that He might sanctify and cleanse her. At His return in triumph, He will present her to Himself a glorious church, the faithful of all the ages, the purchase of His blood, not having spot or wrinkle, but holy and without blemish – 





Fundamental Belief, 12 (was no 11 before introduction of new fundamental at 2005 General Conference Session)
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