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INTRODUCTION

Since we are not yet acquainted I am not sure that I would click with you if I were to explain my burden in the following words:

Because the thrust of ecclesiology is restricted through pre-theological paradigms, the implications of biotic church development, in particular growth automatisms, are often not well understood. Everything clear, so far?

Don’t worry, I do not plan to continue boring you in the next 28 pages with this kind of language. First of all, I don’t want you to think of me as a bushy-browed armchair scientist with a pair of black-trimmed glasses on his nose. Secondly, with this kind of language I can hardly count on holding your attention for the next 20 minutes. And thirdly, the subject of this book is so much too important to discuss using confusing vocabulary of the so-called experts.

I wrote this booklet because I am convinced that church growth is a subject that is important for every Christian no matter how theoretical or practical a person’s style is, or if he or she is a theologian or a lay person. More precisely, this subject is addressed to those who are interested in shaping the practical side of the church’s life. It speaks above all to non-theologians. They are the real experts. When it comes to church growth, if we had to rely only on professional theologians and academic people, the future of the church would be somber indeed. 

May I quickly introduce myself. That my name is Christian Schwarz you have already read on the title page of this booklet. And that I live with my wonderful family – my wife and three children – in the most northern part of Germany does not have much to do with the subject either. But you might be more interested to know that during the last few years our institute has focused on church growth research and has collected a wealth of insights that have not been uncovered before.

What is even more relevant for you is that for the last ten years, practically all of my weekends have been filled with appointments in local churches to help Christians put those insights into practice in the day-to-day operation of their church. This ministry in the local church has turned me into a skeptic towards all those theories that tell us how church growth is supposed to happen. I have become an advocate of practical reality. And most of all, working with so many wonderful people in different countries, denominations and cultures has shown me who the most important operators in church growth are: the volunteer workers in the local church.

In this booklet I don’t want to talk to you about all the intricate details of our research (if you are really interested, you can read one of my specialized books where you will find terms like “paradigms”, “incarnation”, and “cybernetic” all over the place). Instead, I want to focus on those things that I am convinced concern every Christian. 

In Germany, people are used to calling each other by their last name. Unless, of course, you come by our institute where we would switch to the much more personable first name even before we have emptied the first cup of coffee.

So I am imagining that you are visiting me in the Northern Germany and are saying to me: “Christian, I really wish that things in our church would get better, at least better that they are right now. You get around to so many churches, growing and declining. And if I understand you correctly, you are concerned that churches make progress and reach more and more people with the gospel message. Could you take about twenty minutes and summarize what you have learned in your studies during the last ten years? And could you do it in a way that I can apply what I hear to my work in church?”.

Then I would take a long sip from my cup of coffee and say: “Glad you asked.”
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WHY DO WE HAVE SUCH A HARD TIME WITH CHURCH GROWTH?

Before I start my explanation I would like to ask you this question: “Why do you think we have such a hard time with church growth?”

Perhaps you would answer: “I think we have such a hard time because these days there are so many factors working against the Christian faith. We Christians are trying hard, but our message is just not a hot seller with the crowds today.”
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I would then show you the following drawing. In this picture you see a cart with four square wheels filled with wonderfully round and extremely useful wheels. The cart is being pushed and pulled by two people who are showing great dedication, yet must feel that their work is going extremely slow and is proving to be quite frustrating.

For me this picture is more than just a cartoon. In fact, it is almost a prophetic description of the widespread condition of many parts of the church of Jesus Christ. Though the church is moving forward, everything is happening extremely slow. Why is this so? If you were to ask the two people in the picture, one might answer you: “Because we have to fight such a strong headwind,” while the other might add: “Because we have to push this cart up a mountain that is quite steep.”

Now nobody denies that in many cases this answer is not even wrong. From time to time we Christians do feel the winds blowing into our face, and sometimes the path of the church leads steeply upwards. But the picture reveals that these circumstances are not the real problem. Even if the conditions around the church were more favorable, the real problem would still exist. 

This parable illustrates something essential. Everything that we need to see the church grow has already been provided by God. The problem is that we do not make use of it. Instead of using the tools that God has given us, we try to push and pull the church in our own strength. And perhaps we even feel that the use of “square wheels” is something particularly spiritual.

“If I understand you correctly,” you might answer, “the important thing here is to take those round wheels that have been so abundantly provided in the church and mount them where they belong according to God’s plan.”

“Exactly. And the really exciting thing is that, figuratively speaking, we have discovered in our research a multitude of round wheels that already exist in the church. The difference is that some churches use them, others do not.”

“Now you have to tell me more about your research project, or I might have difficulties following your argument.”

[image: image3.png]



WHAT WE CAN LEARN FROM OTHER CHURCHES – AND WHAT WE CANNOT

Thank you for letting me share some background of our project. In the last few years I have met many Christians who had difficulties seeing anything spiritual in a research project about church growth. They rather suspected questionable management techniques behind such a project, which should not have any room in the Christian church. But the real reason behind our endeavor was something very different. We wanted to discover those principles that God Himself uses to build His church. The more we deal with these principles, the more we learn something about how God acts today among us.

But how can we find out what these principles are? Well, we could go ask some pastors of growing churches about the secret of their success. One thing you would discover is that you would hear as many answers as there are churches that are successful. Some feel that their secret to success is their worship service that is sensitive to people who are unchurched. Others are sure that the key to their growth is to be found in the centrality of worship and the nurturing of believers. Others praise new marketing methods as an essential approach to church growth, while others successfully grow their without ever having heard of such a thing as marketing the church. Sometimes it is really hard to find a common denominator in all these answers.

As convincing as all these answer may sound by themselves, each answer contributes to the confusion even more. Who is right? And when we notice that everybody seems to claim: “Do like we do, and you too, will have the same success!” we really have only two options. Either we fully buy into a model – or we just give up in frustration.

Fortunately, there is a third option. Instead of listening only to the answers of the leaders of these churches, we could study the churches themselves to find out if there are any elements that characterize all growing churches. Thus, instead of just learning from a single one, we could investigate literally hundreds of model churches, both big and small, in order to find out which of the elements of the churches studied are generally valid principles, and which elements are perhaps interesting, but not generally applicable elements of church growth.

Can you follow me so far? It took me years to really understand this difference. Today,  we call this the difference between a “model-oriented” and a “principle-oriented” approach. “Models” are concepts that one or sometimes many churches in some part of the world have experienced positively. But imitating these experiences may not at all be the right answer for churches in other situations. “Principles”, however, are those elements that have been proven to apply to all growing churches around the globe.

I can almost hear you sigh. What one can learn from a single church, you can imagine. But how would you go about studying over 1000 churches from around the globe.

If you feel totally overwhelmed when you think about the magnitude of such a project, let me tell you: That’s exactly how I felt a few years ago when I realized that the literature of church growth, up to that time, had largely worked with a model-oriented approach (even though most of the models claim – and that is the real problem – that they offer universally applicable principles). For years I dealt with church growth literature. I spent some time studying in the “Mecca” of the church growth movement, Fuller Theological Seminary, and learned many god things. But in the end, I realized that despite 40 years of church growth studies, there had not been a single study that answers the question: What really are the proven principles that globally apply to all growing churches?

This needed to be changed. And thus emerged a plan how I would spend the next few years of my life. One of the greatest challenges of my life (so far) had begun!
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WHAT DO GROWING CHURCHES REALLY DO DIEFFERENTLY?

To establish a database large enough to come up with scientifically significant conclusions, our institute had to study at least 1000 different churches on all five continents: large and small churches, growing and declining ones, churches that are persecuted by the state and churches that are financially supported by the state, prominent and well known churches as well as totally unknown ones.  We needed churches from areas which are currently experiencing great spiritual revivals (e.g. Brazil, Korea), as well as from regions which, according to international standards, appear to be mere “spiritually developing countries” (e.g. Germany).

The study grew to become the most comprehensive research project ever conducted on the causes of church growth.  Churches in 32 countries participated.  The questionnaire, which has to be filled out by 30 church members in each church, had to be translated in 18 different languages.  In the end, we faced the task of analyzing 4.2 million responses.  Those answers, cut out and pasted together, would create a band of paper extending from Manila to Davao! 

When the project was completed, not only had the gray hair on my scalp and the debts in my bank account multiplied, but also something extraordinary had happened.  This was the first time we actually had in black and white, right in front of us, principles that were proven to be used universally by God to build his church – literally from Alaska to Vladivostok, from Greenland to the Falkland Islands, from the North Cape to the Cape of Good Hope.
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THE EIGHT QUALITY CHARACTERISTICS OF GROWING CHURCHES

On the next few pages I would like to show you the eight most important principles we identified in the course of our study.  Don’t let it bother you that the names we selected to describe these principles sound relatively abstract; enabling leadership, gift-based ministry, passionate spirituality, useful structures, inspiring worship, comprehensive small groups, need-meeting evangelism and loving relationships.  We call them the “eight quality characteristics of growing churches.”

There is no question that at first this all sounds a bit theoretical.  But as soon as we take a look at what is hidden behind each one of these principles, you will notice that they have something to do with the situation of your own church.  What was your original question? “What could we do to see our church make better progress?”  The answer is: Work towards helping each of these eight quality characteristics develop more fully in your church!

Our research taught us that no church that wants to grow can neglect even a single one of these quality characteristics.

[image: image6.png]



QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 1: ENABLING LEADERSHIP

Please notice that our first quality characteristic is not called “enabled” but “enabling” leadership.  Let me explain the difference.  “Enabled leadership” could mean that there is one (sometimes several, but usually just one) ingenious multi-gifted leader with a great vision.  And this leader needs volunteers to help him turn his vision into reality.

Outside the Christian realm this concept is sometimes known as “guru-leadership.”  But similar models can be found also in Christian churches.  Some even defend this concept as an especially efficient growth principle – here is the guru-leader with the great vision, there you have the lay troops who willingly serve their powerful leaders to fulfill their life dreams.

Our study shows, however, that this could not be farther from the truth.  Leaders of growing churches do not try to build up their own power to become all-powerful.  Exactly the opposite, they consider it as one of their most important tasks to help Christians develop greater degrees of enablement, which according to God’s plan belongs to them.  They equip, support, motivate, empower and mentor individuals to become all that God wants them to be.  Some of these Christians may even be led to go very different ways than their leaders.  But enabling leaders can rejoice about such a Christian with all their heart because they know that God has a unique calling for every individual.

What is interesting is that most of the pastors who reached the highest scores in our survey are hardly known to a wider public.  And yet they provide us with more helpful basic principles of leadership than most of the world-famous spiritual “superstars.”  Leaders of growing churches do not have to be superstars.  In fact the superstar model can be a hindrance for church growth.  God generally does not fulfill his plans through super-gifted stars.  If someone plays this role (or has to play this role because the church expects it) it is usually a sure sign that something is not going right in this church.
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QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 2: GIFT-BASED MINISTRY

The basis for our second quality characteristic is the conviction that God has already determined which Christian should best assume which ministries in the church.  The role of the church leadership is to help its members identify their gifts and integrate them into ministries that match their gifts.  This principle sounds quite simple, but its practical application will have enormous implications for all areas of church life.

When you live according to your spiritual giftedness you are no longer working in you own strength, but the Holy Spirit works in you.  Thus even though you are “just an ordinary person” you can accomplish, in the true sense of the word, extraordinary things.

Most Christians, our study shows are either not involved in a ministry at all or they function in a ministry that does not match their gifts.  Moreover, some 80 percent of all Christians we surveyed in German-speaking Europe could not even identify their gifts.  This is incredible!  Do you remember the cart with the square wheels?  A person who assumes a ministry that is outside his or her giftedness resembles one of these square wheels.  And a Christian who does not have a task in the church?  Such a person resembles one of those many unused round wheels in the cart.  You can probably imagine what a Christian is like who actually functions in a ministry that matches his or her giftedness.  No wonder the practical application of this principle has such dramatic results for the growth of the church.

One of the interesting results of our research was the discovery that no factor influences the sense of the joy in living the Christian life more than if we are living it according to our spiritual gifts.  I can only support this conclusion from my own life.  Ever since I tried to shape my ministry in harmony with my giftedness I have experienced three effects: first, I am happier; second, I am more effective; and, third, I am more misunderstood by other Christians than ever before.  Maybe this is a necessary price to pay for wanting to follow God’s calling.
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QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 3: PASSIONATE SPIRITUALITY

The name of this quality characteristic may strike you as a bit abstract, but that is part of the nature of things. We had to find a term that could describe the most divergent styles of spirituality. As far as the growth of the church is concerned, one of the results of our study indicates that the important thing (as long as spirituality is real) is not the way spirituality is expressed, but the fact that faith is actually lived out with commitment, fire and enthusiasm. The degree of spiritual passion is clearly the point that sets the growing churches apart from non-growing ones.

This quality characteristic also illustrates that the methods a church uses are really a secondary concern. A church that lives its faith with passionate fervor will experience success with many a method. In contrast, in churches that lack in this area, the best methods will not accomplish anything. What good is the most modern engine when a gas tank is empty, and when there is no energy?

There is a certain discipline which we Christian have unfortunately excelled in: We invent strategies to avoid this spiritual passion. In my office I have organized two hanging files for this quality characteristic as I have done for all the other quality characteristics. In one file I collect all the resources I can find that support Christians in living out their spiritual passion more and more consistently. In the second fileI collect concepts that result in choking spiritual passion from the very start. Every time I return from a trip I file notes in one of those two folders about the new things I have learned.

Here is the frustrating result: the first file is not more than an inch wide, the second file has become so full that I cannot get the file drawer shut anymore! I think that this alone says more about our approach to spiritual passion than most of us are willing to admit.

[image: image9.png]



QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 4:  USEFUL STRUCTURES

Interesting enough, of all the eight marks of growing churches the quality characteristic “useful structures” has emerged as the most controversial point. Yet the principle behind it is really quite simple. The most important criterion for forms and structures in the church is if they fulfill their purpose or not. Church structures are never an end in themselves but always only a means to an end.

What ever does not measure up to this requirement (e.g. demeaning leadership structures, inconvenient worship service times, or programs that do not reach their audience effectively) is changed or laid to rest. Through this process of evaluation, ineffective traditionalistic habits can be avoided to a large extent.

So where does the resistance against the principle come from? Well, it simply is the result of  the lifetime tendency of people to become more and more traditional. Traditionalism means church forms have to stay the same way I have become used to them. It is not by accident that traditionalism is a factor that shows one of the highest significant negative correlations with church growth.
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QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 5: INSPIRING WORSHIP SERVICE

There is probably no other area of church life where the distinction between models and principles is so frequently violated as in the area of the public worship service. Countless Christians believe that they must adopt particular worship models of other churches, because they supposedly represent a church growth principle.

But our research indicates that the question is not whether our services target Christians or non-Christians, whether they celebrate in spiritual sounding language or in a more secular language, or whether we worship using a liturgical or a more free-flowing approach. It can be demonstrated that these are simply not the deciding factors for the growth of the church. Instead the key criterion is something else: Is the worship service an inspiring experience for those who attend it?  It is this area that clearly separates growing from non-growing churches. People who attend inspiring worship services unanimously declare that the church service is – and for some Christians this is almost a heretical word – “fun”.

It is now quite evident where most of the opposition to this quality characteristic comes from: Christians who attend the worship service to fulfill a Christian duty. They do not attend church because it is such a wonderful experience that they would not miss it for anything, but to do God ( or the pastor, or somebody else) a favor. Some even believe that their “faithfulness” in patiently enduring an unpleasant exercise is blessed by God.

When I share the illustration of the cart with the square wheels with groups that are conditioned by such thinking, they usually do not see anything humorous in this. For them to act like the two men in the illustration is something that is quite normal, maybe even spiritual. Can you see the connection?
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QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 6: COMPREHENSIVE SMALL GROUPS

Growing churches have developed a system of small groups where individual Christians can find intimate community, practical help and intensive spiritual interaction. These are exactly the elements of the biblical concept of being complete. In these groups people do not only discuss Bible text or listen to interesting explanations by experts, but they apply biblical insights to the everyday issues of the participants.

In one of my seminars I once shared the story of the world’s largest church in Seoul (Korea), which at that time had half a million members. One of the participants immediately responded that she could not even imagine becoming part of such church. When I asked her why she felt that way she said: “Well I could never stand the anonymity. I need the familiar atmosphere of people I know well.”

Just a short time later, I actually met a pastor from that church and asked him how they deal with the problem of anonymity. He looked rather puzzled: “Anonymity? Nobody has ever complained about that in our church.” Then he proceeded to tell me about how this church has developed a system of self-reliant cell groups of up to twelve members and how most of the members of this church are integrated into this network.

Oh well, Korea is far away, and to deal effectively with over half a million members is not our problem here. But our research shows that the principle on which this Korean church is based has universal validity. Christian small groups are not a nice, yet dispensable hobby. No, it is the very essence of the true life of the church of Jesus Christ that is worked out in small groups.
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QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 7: NEED-MEETING EVANGELISM

It does not take a worldwide research project to convince people that church growth is impossible without evangelism. How else will the church grow if not through the process of sharing the gospel to bring more and more people into the church of Jesus Christ? This process is generally called “evangelism.”

So the exciting question was not if evangelism was necessary, but could it be demonstrated that the practice of it contributes to the growth of the church. There are some people who feel evangelism works best when you push people to commit their life to Christ. They do not even shy away from manipulative methods to reach this goal. No wonder many of us feel a strange sensation in our stomach when we hear the word “evangelism.”

But it can be shown that “pushy” manipulative methods represent the exact opposite of the practice we learn from growing churches. Their secret is the way they share the gospel in a way that meets the questions and needs of non-Christians.
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QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC 8: LOVING RELATIONSHIPS

I don’t know what you think about this term “loving relationships.” But one thing is clear. Growing churches manifest a measurably higher “love quotient” than stagnant or declining ones. 

Whenever I used this expression in a seminar there are a few Christians who can’t stand it: “What a terrible term!”  I could imagine that you might feel like them. So let me explain how we get this “love quotient.” Our questionnaire contains a group of questions that allow us to determine how loving the relationships between Christians are. For instance, we ask how much time members spend with one another outside of official church-sponsored events. How often do they invite one another over for meals or a cup of coffee?  How generous is the church in giving compliments?  To what extent is the pastor aware of the personal problems of the lay workers in the church? How much laughter is there in the church? 

What were the results? All these points – quite a few more – have a strong correlation with the growth of the church. In fact, the turned out to be much more significant than many of the countless methods that fill so many church growth books, and which many Christians have wrongly elevated to the status of a church growth principle.

Does this amaze you? Genuine, practical love gives a church a much greater magnetic power than all the marketing efforts of this world. At best, marketing the church can be compared to artificial flowers. They may look deceptively real, but they have no fragrance. Real love, however, spreads that mysterious aroma that few can resist.
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NO QUALITY CHARACTERISTIC CAN BE MISSING

Well, that was a quick overview of the most important principles that prove to be responsible for the growth of the church.

There are three things we can say about these principles today with a high degree of certainty: first, these are universally valid principles (this means they are applicable to all churches around the globe); second, they can also be transferred to our own situation (and the results will look different from church to church); and third, each of these principles has a positive relationship with both the quality and the quantitative growth of the church. If we are really concerned about reaching as many people as possible, we cannot afford to sacrifice any of these quality characteristics. That is what research reveals.

At a recent Christian convention I heard one of the speakers say the following: “Church growth principles do not matter at all.”  And many in the audience applauded. How would you have reacted in this situation, with approval or disapproval? Be honest!

I will tell you that I did not get up and deny this statement, but I did not miss the chance to tell the speaker afterwards that I regard his message as a false teaching. What did he really say when he announced that church growth principles “do not matter at all”? We have seen that one of these principles is the practice of Christian love (quality characteristic 8). Thus, this speaker claimed: “Christian love does not matter at all.”  And so you can go through all the church growth principles that we have discussed in this booklet. But hopefully you will understand why it is not exaggerated to consider such message an irresponsibly “false teaching.”

Of course this speaker really did not mean to say all this. But we have to ask why he made such a statement in the first place?

I tell you this story because I am often confronted with similar reactions when I use terms like “church growth principle.” For some this phrase obviously sounds like a manipulative marketing method and they rightly conclude that “ they do not matter at all.”  That’s why it is so important for me to know that at least you, who are listening to me so patiently, will react differently. If you will ever hear somebody say to this person: “I think you have a wrong concept of what church growth principles are. Did you know that practicing the Christian commandment of love is one of these principles? Are you seriously claiming that the Bible teaches us that love does not matter?” 

When we examine the eight principles more closely, some will be surprised to realize that each principle summarizes central aspects of the biblical message. Is it not beautiful that the most comprehensive church growth research ever undertaken in Christianity on this subject, confirms exactly what God has always said in His Word?

The principle of church growth that we have discussed are nothing else than God’s own principles. Don’t misunderstand me. The terminology that I use in this book to designate the principles may be imperfect – like all scientific methodology. The workbooks and resources we have developed afterwards can also be improved. But all this does not change the fact that the principles, which we examined with our imperfect means and researched in our deficient ways, are nothing else but God’s own principles.
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THE “ALL-BY-ITSELF PRINCIPLE”

And here is the actual high point of our research. We have called the principle that lies at the base of all eight quality characteristics the “all-by-itself principle.” We have proof today that the secret of growing churches does not consist in pushing or pulling the church in human strength and efforts – do you remember the picture of the cart? – But in releasing and developing the potential God Himself has laid into the church. Then growth occurs all by itself.

Church growth is something that we human beings cannot make. Our job is merely to stimulate the growth automatisms God Himself uses to build His church. Excuse me for using one of these technical terms that I told you in the beginning I wanted to avoid if possible. But the reality that this term designates is absolutely central for the development of the church. So what do I mean by this term that, at first, may sound a bit peculiar and not at all biblical?

This is actually a biblical concept. The application of this concept is of great value to the practical work of the church. In Mark 4:26-29 Jesus tells us the following parable:

 “This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts, and grows; though he does not know how. All by itself the soil produces grain – first the stalk, then the head, and then the full kernel in the head. As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.”

The parable shows clearly what people can and should do, and what they cannot do. They should sow and harvest; they may sleep and rise. What they cannot do, however, is this: the cannot bring forth the fruit. In the text we find the mysterious description of the earth producing fruit “all by itself.”

The Greek text uses the term “automate” – literally translated it means “automatically.” Thus, this passage clearly speaks of a growth automatism. I am emphasizing this point because many Christians to whom I have tried to explain this principle suspect that this concept is not really a biblical one. But look again. Not only is this a biblical principle, but, when you study the original text, you find that it is a biblical term.

This parable is not merely a nice picture. No, it is the very essence of church growth. Growing churches utilize this growth automatism, some deliberately, some intuitively. It is the “secret of their success!”

[image: image34.jpg]Bar diagram
I |

Leadership
Ministry

Spirituality

Structures
Worship service

Small groups m
Evangelism l

Relationships E

30 40 50 60
The profile of a sample church 1




So how does this happen? To answer this question it is helpful to review the eight quality characteristics. Each quality characteristic consists of two parts: a noun (e.g. leadership, ministry, spirituality, structures) and an adjective (e.g. enabling, gift-based, passionate, functional). The secret of each of these quality characteristics is not described by the nouns – every church has some kind of leadership, ministries, spirituality or structures. Rather, the secret is hidden in the practical application of what each of the adjectives represents.

A closer look at these adjectives reveals that they have something to do with making room for those growth automatisms God uses to build up His church. Remember the illustration of the cart: Instead of pushing and pulling the cart (the church) ourselves, we have to unload some of these wheels that are already on the cart, mount them in the right place and joyfully watch the wind of the Holy Spirit set this cart in motion (seemingly) “all by itself.”
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OUR KEY CONCERN: THE QUALITY OF OUR CHURCHES

I don’t know if what I have shared with you is something new for you, or if it merely confirming something you already suspected or knew. For most Christians with whom I share these insights, these principles differ drastically from their ideas about “church growth” or “church development.”

One of the most important conclusions coming from our research project is the insight that, whenever we think about the subject of church growth, the key is the quality of the church. Quality (as measured in the form of the eight quality characteristics) is the root, quantity (increased church attendance) is the fruit.

This perspective has important implications for the practical work of the church. Instead of starting with the question: “How can we get more people to come to church?” we ask: “How can we grow in each of the eight quality areas?” Behind this approach is the theologically and research-based conviction that quality in these areas will always effect quantitative growth (e.g. more people attending church).

The basis for this qualitative approach is the biblical principle that a good tree produces good fruit (Matthew 7:17). This means that because the tree is good (has a high quality) it also bears good fruit (more Christians who join the church). It is fascinating to see how well a statistical study confirms the correctness of this biblical statement!
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A RULE FOR WHICH THERE IS NO EXCEPTION

Let me tell you now about a finding in our study which I personally consider the most interesting of all. While there are exceptions to every church growth principle, there is one rule, for which we have not yet found a single exception. Every church in which each of the eight quality characteristics has reached a certain level (in our technical language we say it has reached a quality index of 65 or more) is a growing church.

There is qualitative value – which can be shown in exact statistical terms – beyond which a church will always grow. Isn’t this interesting? 
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When asked what must happen to attract more people to our church services, I can offer only one scientifically defendable reply: “We must work at reaching a quality index of 65 in all eight areas.” This answer may not be very popular. Some may even say with disregard: “We don’t even want to grow!” But they cannot ignore the research results. That would be simply irresponsible.

Don’t misunderstand me. I am not saying that this kind of growth is easy to achieve. This is not some gimmick or popular quick-fix method that promises push-button instant growth. Rather, it is a difficult path to increase the quality of the church to this high level. But where in the Bible we are told that it would ever be easy for the church to be faithful to the commission of our Lord?

You may not like the idea that a church will grow in quantity after reaching a certain measurable level in quality. Upon closer inspection, however, this fact is not surprising. Just what does it mean for a church to have reached a quality index of 65 in all eight areas?

In simple language this means the following: this is a church in which the leaders are committed heart and soul to church growth; in which nearly every Christian is using his or her spiritual gifts to edify the church; in which most members are living out their faith with power and contagious enthusiasm; in which church structures are evaluated on whether they serve the growth of the church or not; in which worship services are a high point of the week for the majority of the congregation; in which the loving and healing power of Christian fellowship can be experienced in small groups; in which nearly all Christians, according to their gifts, help to fulfill the Great Commission; and in which the love of Christ fills almost all church activities. Is it even conceivable that such a church could stagnate or decline?
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WHAT IS THE WEAKEST AREA IN OUR CHURCH?

Some Christians who hear these principles for the first time may say: “I have no idea where to begin.” This is the point where another outcome of our study can be very helpful: to begin with, it is sufficient to concentrate on one single area. But which area is strategically the most decisive?

It can be demonstrated that the growth of the church is blocked most by those quality characteristics which are least developed. On the other hand, this means that if we concentrate our energies primarily on these priority areas, we can expect that this alone can lead to growth.
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It has been my experience that most Christians are not easily convinced of these principles of church growth by well-reasoned, scientific analysis, but rather by a simple demonstration.

For my seminars I have had a tub built with boards of varying lengths, according to the model in the illustration on this page. When I visit a church for which a church profile has been prepared, I first write the names of the eight quality characteristics on the boards accordingly to how strongly or weakly each of the individual characteristics is developed. The name of the “Priority Work Area” (e.g. “useful structures”) is written on the shortest board and the name of the strongest characteristic (e.g. “spirituality”) on the longest.

Then I pour water into the tub until it starts to overflow. While I am pouring and the feet of those sitting in the front row are getting wet, I ask the participants what I should do. Some, including the custodian, demand that I stop pouring the water immediately. I don’t, of course, because in this illustration the water symbolizes God’s blessing flowing down from heaven into the church. We can’t seriously ask God to stop blessing us just because our church has trouble “holding water!”

Others suggest that we should pray more. I agree that prayer is extremely important and absolutely essential for church growth. So I extend the longest stave, “passionate spirituality.” Four inches – and everyone can see that this doesn’t solve the real problem. The water keeps splashing on the floor.

Eventually, someone suggests that I should lengthen the board corresponding to the Priority Work Area. And look at that! As soon as I lengthen it just an inch, the tub can hold more water.

Schwarz recognizes that congregations have limited energy; therefore, they should direct that energy strategically where it will have the most impact. He recommends that once a congregation has discovered its index on the eight quality characteristics, it should then focus its attention on its "minimum factor."  This concept is contrary to most strategies of organization development which encourage building on organizational strengths while all but ignoring the weaknesses. Because Schwarz sees these eight characteristics as the "vital signs" of church health, he contends that ignoring areas of weakness will prevent a congregation from reaching its full potential.

He further illustrates it from nature: when there is a chemical imbalance in the soil, it will not become more fertile by increasing the chemicals that are already in abundance. Instead, a successful farmer will fertilize in a way to correct the imbalance (NCD, 54-55).

Schwarz does not recommend ignoring the strongest qualities. Rather, he recommends that a congregation use its strengths to improve its weaker qualities. In so doing, the weaknesses and the strengths are enhanced (NCD, 56-57).
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OUR WORK AND GOD’S WORK

Such illustrations demonstrate well the central issues in church development. The barrel composed of eight boards (quality characteristics) represents what we can, and according to God’s will, should build. Admittedly, all our diligent improvements in the quality of the tub cannot cause the water (newly won people) to flow into it. If God does not send water, even the finest barrel will stay dry. On the other hand, when God does pour out the water – and there is much theological evidence for the fact that he does so most willingly – then the quality of our “barrel” (church) is crucial. This quality is what determines whether the barrel can hold any water at all.

We simply cannot “manufacture” the quantitative growth of the church. We should rather concentrate our efforts on building up the quality of the church to make sure that the blessings, which God has already began to pour out, do not pass by our church.

The apostle Paul may not use the picture of the barrel with boards, but he speaks of the same relationship between human and divine work when he uses the following words, “I (notice that Paul speaks here of himself) planted the seed, Apollos watered it, God made it grow” (1Cor. 3:6). This clarifies what farmers already know even without these words, namely what they can “produce,” and what they cannot. They can plant, water, and harvest. But they cannot make it grow. Yet they know that their planting and watering does influence the expected harvest.

We do not want to give the impression that people can get a church to grow. There are always obstacles, but “if we do our homework, God is reliable to give the increase.”
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SIX BIOTIC PRINCIPLES

One of Schwarz's chief criticisms of the church growth movement is a reliance on what he calls "technocratic thinking." He contends that many of the strategies employed are based more on a machinery or robotic model than on an organic model—that technocratic thinking is more short-sighted and often contributes to greater problems in the future (NCD, 62-65). Instead, he has proposed six biotic principles—concepts that are observable in nature and that are more appropriate to the church as an organism. Using these biotic principles will allow the "all by itself" concept to work effectively.

During a natural church development consultants training in March 1998, Schwarz indicated he arrived at these biotic principles more from observation of nature than from his research projects. He believes that addressing the eight quality characteristics from a biotic approach will generate the most positive, long-term, and far-ranging results.

The six biotic principles are:
1. Structured interdependence—how the parts are integrated into the whole is more important than the individual parts themselves. Question to ask: will the long-term effects of a particular intervention be beneficial to the total church life and ministry or will it negatively impact some other area of ministry?

2. Multiplication—every form of organic growth eventually reaches its natural limits; further growth may best be achieved by creating other, similar units. Question to ask: is a particular action reproducible—does it contain within it the dynamics of multiplication or does it simply contribute by addition?

3. Energy transformation—use destructive energy in productive ways. Question to ask: is this action/intervention utilizing the energy of resisting forces or is it fighting that energy?

4. Multi-usage—the results of ministry are transformed into energy that, in turn, sustains the ongoing ministry of the church. Question to ask: will the results of this action further expand the resources of this ministry or will they drain our resources?

5. Symbiosis—the intimate living together of two dissimilar organisms in a mutually beneficial relationship. Question to ask: will this action contribute to cooperation and complementation or will it push us toward either competition or uniformity?

6. Functionality—the function of all created things is to bear fruit ("by their fruit you shall know them"); when we bear fruit we live on, even when we die. Question to ask: will this action produce qualitative and quantitative fruit for the kingdom of God or is it just another good activity?

Schwarz observes that each of the eight quality characteristics contains a biotic element and that element is found in the adjectives (empowering leadership and passionate spirituality, for example). In fact, these elements make his quality classification system unique among other writers on the subject.

While the empirical research behind the eight quality characteristics is important, I believe that the biotic principles hold even more promise for congregations that are committed to health and growth. Unfortunately, because Schwarz has used technical terminology for these principles, I'm afraid that they will be lost on most congregations and consultants as well. Yet, they have great potential for congregations who will take them seriously and apply them thoroughly in their decision-making processes.

To help congregational leaders learn these principles, Schalk has developed a seven session training program on the biotic principles, included in the Implementation Guide (pp. 123-191). The training session for each biotic principle includes an introduction to the concept, step-by-step instruction on that principle, two examples/case studies to try out the principle, and worksheets. A final session integrates the six principles. Schalk and Schwarz recommend using this training program only among leaders, not with the congregation as a whole, because of its technical nature. The goal of the training is for leaders to learn the concepts so thoroughly that they become part of the conceptual framework for all decision-making.
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A NEW PARADIGM

Another significant aspect of natural church development (and another one I fear will be missed or ignored by many) is the theological paradigm undergirding this concept. Schwarz says, "Natural church development is not just one church growth method among many. It is a different theological paradigm altogether. It introduces a different way of thinking for Christians" (NCD, 83). He gives only a brief introduction to this paradigm in Natural Church Development. His forthcoming book will address it more comprehensively.

The concept is that there is a law of polarity in all creation demonstrated by two poles: a dynamic (or organic) pole and a static (or technical) pole. The dynamic pole (illustrated by the concept of organic growth through the "all by itself" principle) produces the static pole (illustrated by the organizational aspects). In turn, the static pole stimulates the dynamic pole. The dynamic pole emphasizes God's role; the static pole emphasizes the human role. Like magnets on the pinion of an electric motor, both poles are necessary for effective operation (NCD, 84-85).

Unfortunately, churches tend to settle in on only one of the poles, leading to one-dimensional thinking. Some churches come down on the "spiritualistic" side, focusing only on the dynamic pole. They tend to give overly simplistic and spiritualized answers to anything, seeing an extreme dichotomy between the dynamic and the static poles and rejecting the organizational/static elements. An example in church history is the Gnostic heresy (NCD, 90-91).

Other churches tend toward the static pole, placing much more emphasis on human effort and nearly ignoring the work of the Holy Spirit. It is often observed in providing a solution that has a mechanistic simplicity (if you do A, B will automatically result). This leads to mentally combining both the dynamic and static elements under the static pole, leading to a monistic perspective (NCD, 88-89).

Schwarz contends that natural church development attempts to keep both poles in balance. He holds forth a "reformation principle": that the heart of every reformation movement is a desire to develop the dynamic side to balance the static pole. He believes that denominations or congregations that are most open to this "reformation principle" are also the most likely to embrace natural church development (NCD, 94-95).

This concept warrants further development on Schwarz's part and further scrutiny on the part of all who consider natural church development. Hopefully, his forthcoming book on this paradigm shift will contribute to further understanding and assessment.
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TEN-STEP PLAN OF ACTION

Schwarz concludes Natural Church Development with a ten-step plan of action. These steps incorporate all the principles in the book into a comprehensive approach. The action steps challenge a church to design its own program for implementation of the natural church development paradigm.  

Schwarz stated that quality is the root and quantity is the fruit. The church cannot control the fruit (quantity), which comes from God, but the church is responsible for improving its quality. He then offered ten action steps which a church  can use to improve its quality:[image: image23.png]



1. Build spiritual momentum. Prayer, although essential, is not the only thing. A genuine desire to win people to Christ and to serve the Lord should be the underlying motivation. [image: image24.png]



2. Determine your minimum factors. The least developed characteristic is the most important one, since the level of the quality of the church cannot rise above it. [image: image25.png]



3. Set qualitative goals. Qualitative goals are precise, measurable and time-bound. [image: image26.png]



4. Identify obstacles. Resistance will be encountered when changes are suggested. There will be a fear of loss of power and a fear of being hurt. These fears need to be addressed in prayer and in a spirit of love.

5. Apply Biotic Principles. Address the minimum factor found in your congregation using the six biotic principles. 
6. Exercise your strengths. Use the strengths of the church and of the members to improve the minimum factor. For instance, Schwarz stated that research had shown that 10% of people in almost every church have the gift of evangelism, but that many direct this gift toward other Christians rather than to the non-churched. 
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7. Utilize Natural Church Development tools. These tools are designed for small groups to use to raise the quality of the church. [image: image28.png]



8. Monitor effectiveness. For example, ask, “What kind of changes have been made in one year?” [image: image29.png]



9. Address your new minimum factors. After one year, the level of the minimum factor will have risen, and other factors will now need to be addressed.

10.  Multiply your church. Aim for daughter churches rather than one big church. Reach as many people as possible.
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THE FIRST STEP

The findings of research can help us to understand the growth (or lack of growth) of churches better. But it is not enough to just understand. What good is the best diagnosis as long as the doctor does not offer a solution to the problem?

To make sure that the discussion about church development does not end here we have developed a series of resources to help with the practical implementation of the principles in the life of the church.

We call this approach to church growth that we have developed on the basis of our research. “natural church development.” ChurchSmart Resources is an agency that is committed to develop and publish materials that are designed on the basis of this approach. On the next pages you will find a selection of the materials currently available through Philippine Challenge, Inc.

Many churches begin natural church development by first obtaining a church profile to identify the strengths and weaknesses of their church. The church profile answers, among other things the question: “Which of the eight quality characteristics is our current Priority Work Area?”

To do this profile, 30 members (and the pastor) each fill out a questionnaire. The computer then analyzes the answers and compares them to the 4.2 million answers which we have collected so far. The software program then uses a special “global formula” to calculate scores that are standardized. The result can then serve as a basis to focus on the question: What can we do to experience growth in our Priority Work Area?

I hope, dear reader, that by now you can understand much better than at the beginning of this booklet, that this is a question which is really spiritually significant.



NATURAL CHURCH DEVELOPMENT RESOURCES

(You can obtain these NCD resources from Philippine Challenge, Inc.)

· Natural Church Development
By Christian A. Schwarz

Colorfully presents the results of an international study of over 1000 churches in 32 countries to discover how eight essential qualities impact the growth of a local church. 128 pages/four-color/hardback.

Retail P200.00

· Philippines Implementation Guide to Natural Church Development
This book guides a church through the process of developing a strategy to address the priority work area discovered through taking the NCD Survey.

Retail P150.00

· Natural Church Development Survey
By Christian A Schwarz & Christoph Schalk

We provide one survey for the pastor and thirty surveys for actively involved lay people in your church. The completed surveys are returned to either Philippine Challenge or your denominational representative for processing. The church receives back a report identifying their priority work area.

Cost for surveys/processing/report: P1500 through Philippine Challenge, P550.00 through your Denomination or Ministerial Fellowship.

· The ABCs of Natural Church Development
By Christian A. Schwarz

This booklet conveys the key concepts of Natural Church Development in an informative and easy reading style. Designated to be used with congregations who complete the NCD Survey. 32 page booklet

Retail P20.00
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Natural Church Development in the Light of the New Testament

By Tom Yoder Neufeld
Professor of Bible, Conrad Grebel College; Chair of Religious Studies, University of Waterloo

To compare the New Testament with natural church development is somewhat like comparing apples and oranges. Unlike the natural church development material, the New Testament is not a manual nor a distillation of a research project. The New Testament is more a file drawer into which various kinds of writings have been placed over many decades by a church that heard in them the word of God. Some items reflect the missionary activity of the early followers of Jesus as they attempted to persuade others of his importance as Christ and savior. Other items are correspondence from church leaders to congregations around the empire. Absent from this rich portfolio of writings are manuals that reduce the manifold wisdom of God to principles or abstractions related to the process of congregational growth. True, there are fundamental convictions, hopes, and radical practices that mark the lives of early communities of faith, many of which, as we will see, are directly and indirectly related to the growth and development of communities of faith. But they have not been distilled into a program or a specific approach. The early witnesses and the Spirit guiding them saw fit not to homogenize, not to distill, but rather to hand us a bulging set of file folders reflective of their varied efforts at faithfulness.

Natural church development, on the other hand, is a decidedly modern undertaking. Massive amounts of data, collected from a thousand congregations around the world, have been processed and "abstracted" into eight quality characteristics and six biotic principles of growth. That specific number of qualities and principles has been distilled not from Scripture but from an empirical process of statistical analysis, resulting in the identification of those qualities and characteristics that all growing congregations share, regardless of size, location, and culture.

To evaluate natural church development in light of the richly textured witness of the New Testament is to evaluate apples in light of oranges. That does not for a moment mean that there is not great value to the list of Schwarz’s qualities and principles. Nor is to suggest that they are antithetical to the New Testament (see below). It is only to say that to compare the New Testament and natural church development is not like holding up a program to an original blueprint to see how it measures up. For such comparison the New Testament is ill-suited. Something else is required. What we need is a sense of the gist and vision informing the New Testament writers. Then we can evaluate natural church development in light of that set of impressions and ask whether it adequately reflects such a vision.
To begin with, we should keep in mind that unlike the New Testament, which is, as I have said, more like a portfolio than a manual, natural church development is quite intentionally a particular program, a specific approach to a specific objective: church growth. Without rehearsing here the details of the program, let me begin with what I believe is highly consistent with what we find in the New Testament.

First, and perhaps most important, the stress in the natural church development literature on quality, on growth and development as a God-given phenomenon, has a great deal in common with what we find in the New Testament. For example, according to Schwarz one can remove impediments to church development ("environmental resistance"; NCD, 10) but not "make it happen." Schwarz expresses this with the felicitous reference to "God’s growth automatisms" (NCD, 12). This mix of creation and salvation very much reflects biblical sensibilities. It is quite analogous to the wisdom traditions in the New Testament, whether we have in mind the parables of Jesus that focus on planting, growth, and harvest, or the biological and architectural imagery of Paul. In natural church development it comes to expression specifically in relation to the principles of growth and development, in particular to the biotic principles of interdependence, multiplication, energy transformation, and functionality, to name some of them. I found this to be a rich set of ideas, accessible to a wide range of church members, young and old, sophisticated and unsophisticated. Schwarz correctly sees this set of ideas as more than a metaphor, however expressive, on how God has fashioned creation.

If I have a caution here, it is the danger of absolutizing one set of metaphors, thus running the danger of reductionism. Even so, there is something wonderfully enticing and evocative in the clear and illuminating way Schwarz uses nature imagery and language to speak to some thoroughly biblical ideas.

Schwarz begins, however, not with growth principles but with the qualities or quality characteristics a church must have if it is to grow. I find this a helpful corrective to the rush to method and strategy, even if Schwarz remains vulnerable to allowing strategic interests to determine too quickly which qualities are to be stressed. It is consistent with his fundamental metaphor of biology to ask first what kind of a seed will grow and in what conditions.

So, let me begin by making a few biblical observations of the qualities Schwarz has distilled from his research.

a. Empowering Leadership (Quality #1)

Schwarz mentions first "empowering leadership" (NCD, 22-23). If he means not in the first instance "empowered leadership" but rather "leadership that empowers," as I believe he does, then this is highly consistent with what we find in the New Testament. Jesus taught it and modeled it (e.g., foot washing; John 13). Paul too taught it and modeled it (see especially 1 Corinthians 4; 1 Thessalonians 2). Even in late writings reflecting a later sociological reality such as Ephesians 4:11-12, the emphasis falls not on those who are clearly identified as leaders but on their function as equippers of "the saints" for their ministry of building up the body of Christ.

What I appreciate in Schwarz’s treatment of this quality characteristic is that it is not identified with any particular structure of leadership, even if I get the impression that he has in mind fairly traditional structures of leadership—all the more reason for him to stress this point, I should think. Of importance in leadership questions is whether members of the church are being empowered for ministry. This is an area worth pondering for congregations with highly defined leadership structures. But I would argue that it is equally relevant to congregations that have more egalitarian structures. In such settings one might well ask whether sensitivity over issues of power and authority aids or (ironically) undermines the release of power in, into, and through the church. Whatever the structure and wherever the pendulum may be taking us at the present time, Schwarz is absolutely in tune with Jesus and his first followers that leadership has one purpose, namely, the empowerment of the members of the body for faithful service and ministry.

b. Gift-oriented Ministry (Quality #2)

It goes without saying that the emphasis on "gift-oriented ministry" (NCD, 24-25) is deeply rooted in the New Testament, most particularly in the Pauline emphasis on the Spirit and/or Christ giving the church what it needs (see, e.g., Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12; Ephesians 4). I need not say much more here, only to affirm the ongoing importance of this stress. It is certainly at home in our ecclesiology and in our tradition.

Let me add this, however: as important as gifts are in the New Testament, we are once again baffled by how little attention is given in its pages to how they are discerned and nurtured. Are they discerned by the leader(s)? By a discernment committee? By members of the church on their own? Only in the late letters such as the Pastoral Letters do we find a mechanism described, namely, the laying on of hands in ordination. I note that Schwarz leaves the door open to a variety of models of gift discernment when he suggests that church leadership helps members identify and integrate their gifts into the mission of the church (IG, 56-57).

The emphasis in the New Testament falls on what the gifts are for, not who has them. Gifts are for the common good of the body and its mission, not for the one who has the gift (1 Corinthians 12:7; Ephesians 4:11-12; 1 Peter 4:10-11). This is most radically expressed in 1 Corinthians 13, where Paul states emphatically that even the greatest gifts are hollow if not governed by love.

c. Loving Relationships (Quality #8)

Since I have mentioned love, I would like at this point to go to the last in Schwarz’s list of qualities, "loving relationships" (NCD, 36-37). I found myself wishing for much greater depth and comprehensiveness in this discussion. While in the Implementation Guide the specific nature of what constitutes love is largely left undefined, the examples of love Schwarz gives in Natural Church Development are how often people invite each other over for coffee, have extra-curricular events at church, how much laughter is present in the life of the church, or how frequently they affirm each other (NCD, 36). These are by no means unimportant, and I would certainly want to be part of a joyful congregation. But I think that the love of which Jesus speaks in John 15, for example, or of which Paul speaks in 1 Corinthians 13 is broader and deeper, most especially if its absence can render even the most spectacular of gifts null and void (1 Corinthians 13). Schwarz would agree, I’m sure. It’s just that such love is virtually impossible to measure and quantify, and measurability and quantification are, after all, necessary to the approach of natural church development.

Where love finds its most radical and comprehensive expression is in loving God and the neighbor as oneself (e.g., Matthew 22:36-40; Romans 13:9-10; Galatians 5:14; James 2:8). And as radically related as such love is to the exercise of peace, justice, truth, and reconciliation in human relations (e.g., Galatians 5:22,23), it is intimately related to living all of life as a passionate act of gratitude to God (Romans 12:1-2).

d. Passionate Spirituality (Quality #3)

It is this passionate love for God that takes us back to Schwarz’s list of qualities—"passionate spirituality" (NCD, 26-27). This quality is thoroughly rooted in New Testament injunctions to love God with all one’s might, but also in the injunctions not to quench the Spirit (1 Thessalonians 5:19) nor to flag in zeal (Romans 12:11) and to pray without ceasing (1 Thessalonians 5:17; Ephesians 6:18).

This quality lies also at the heart of the New Testament call for joy (Philippians 4:4). It is rooted in the disposition of gratitude for God’s grace. It finds expression equally in joyful praise and worship (Ephesians 5:18-20), in "hilarious" mercy (Romans 12:8), and no less in "hilarious" giving (2 Corinthians 9:7). Such joy is undaunted, even by suffering (cf. 2 Corinthians 13:8; Philippians 2:17-18; 1 Peter 1:6, 4:13).

In Schwarz’s stress on "passionate spirituality" lies a biblical challenge to discipleship-oriented communities, where the practice of discipleship comes so easily unhooked from the disposition of gratitude, from the insight that all "good works" are finally the result of God’s grace and salvation (e.g., Ephesians 2:8-10).

At the same time, one must wonder how closely tethered to each other are passion, spirit, and ethics in Schwarz’s mind. He is suspicious of churches that "tend towards ‘legalism’" (NCD, 26), clearly having in mind churches that stress orthodoxy and orthopraxy as well as church membership. Such churches reflect a lack of spiritual passion, in his view. I have no doubt that this is the greatest vulnerability of those who have made "doing it right" or, as we might say, discipleship, the central focus of their piety. But a stress on discipleship and a mix of legalism and off-putting judgmentalism are by no means necessary corollaries. Jesus asked his followers to "outdo the Pharisees" in doing right, in the practice of righteousness and justice (Matthew 5:17-20). If Matthew 11:19 is anything to go by, such "super-righteousness" did not for a moment put a dent in his or his followers’ social life.

While not said explicitly, I wonder whether Schwarz’s suspicion of such churches reflects a common notion that a stress on radical discipleship is necessarily related to inhospitality and legalism and thus represents a serious impediment to church growth. It is a notion not unfamiliar in Anabaptist circles as well, especially in our evangelistic and missionary endeavors in the past. The New Testament writers knew legalism and dead religiosity. Anabaptists have known it no less well. Interestingly, the Jesus New Testament writers remember was scandalously hospitable but, for all that, no less rigorous in his demands on those he befriended. They insisted in the way they wrote the Gospels that the one who preached the Sermon on the Mount must not be separated from the one who ate and drank with prostitutes and con-artists. Just so, the one who ate and drank with sinners must never be separated from the one who preached the Sermon on the Mount.

What God has put together we should not put asunder. Passion and zeal, joy and celebration, are not the enemy of radical faithfulness but evidence that it is the spirit of Christ that is inspiring faithfulness.

e. Functional Structures (Quality #4)

Schwarz’s stress on the functionality of structures is strongly consistent with what we find in the New Testament (NCD, 28-29). The early churches strike me as having been highly innovative and creative in their structures, modeled to varying degrees on synagogue, voluntary associations, philosophical "clubs," and not least on the extended family.

For all their innovation, however, early believers were drawing on existing traditions, even as they adapted and modified them to suit the needs of congregational life. Present day church growth approaches are no less "traditional," even if those traditions are the more recent traditions of market analysis, sales tactics, and effective management—all very familiar to our culture. Schwarz’s rather glib dismissal of "traditionalism" easily misses the degree to which the traditions of the market or present day institutional structures (e.g., Schwarz’s "department heads") are also "traditions," even if they are largely invisible to us as such in our own day, vying as they do in our churches for hegemony with older traditions. That is not for a moment to dismiss the very important insight in Schwarz’s call for "functional structures" as a quality characteristic.

f. Inspiring Worship Service (Quality #5)

I found Schwarz’s discussion of worship services very insightful, not least his intent to remove some of the fixation around certain kinds of music and the use of certain kinds of technology as particularly well suited to the church’s public witness (NCD, 30-31). The technologization of worship and most especially music is a matter well worth demythologizing. Schwarz does a good job here. I’m less sure that "inspiring" should be related as quickly as does Schwarz to "having fun." That gathered worship may on occasion be "fun" is not to be doubted. But that too easily puts "worship" into the category of entertainment rather than the service of God.

In the New Testament worship is an offering to God of life itself, as Romans 12:1 suggests. "Fun" is hardly a meaningful biblical quality. It is entirely possible that the folks in Corinth were having a lot of fun at gathered worship. Paul’s instructions regarding head-covering (1 Corinthians 11:2-16) and his placing of limitations on glossalalia (1 Corinthians 14) may indicate that they were having too much of it. Perhaps the food and drink excesses that led to Paul’s insistence on the tradition of the Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 illustrate this as well.

But fun is not the same thing as joy; entertainment values are not the same thing as "inspiring." It is such "fun" that in our day contributes to the fixation on technology and contemporaneity, however much it has been alloyed with the desire to attract people to the church.

I would like to see "inspiring" refer to being filled with the Spirit, being empowered for transformation and nonconformity (e.g., Romans 12:1-2, 9-13; Galatians 5:13-26; Ephesians 5:2-21). Inspiring worship which is not inextricably linked to the practice of radical grace and justice in everyday life is not inspired by the Spirit of God (Isaiah 58; Matthew 7:21; James 2).

g. Holistic Small Groups (Quality #6)

This is an important emphasis, the most important for growth and development of congregations, according to Schwarz (NCD, 32). No doubt this emphasis would have ready and enthusiastic support in early church life, as it does in Anabaptist circles today. It would seem, however, that in the first century small groups were not so much a strategy as a function of economy and social convention. Most scholars assume that the kind of church life reflected in Romans 16 (cf., e.g., also 1 Corinthians 1), for example, is house based, with believers utilizing the properties of members with rooms or court yards big enough to accommodate their gatherings. Necessity colluded with good sense in that the intensity of mutual relations, the alertness to each other's needs, and the honing of new life in Christ would all be nurtured most effectively within the intimacy of small group interaction. It is no doubt such intensity that provided the natural context for the familial language of "sister" and "brother." In highlighting the importance of small groups, Schwarz is on solid biblical ground.

h. Need-based Evangelism (Quality #7)

It is fascinating to compare how the term euaggelizomai is used in the New Testament and how "evangelism" is used in Natural Church Development (NCD, 34-35). In the New Testament the term refers to:

· Announcing the good news of the kingdom or reign of God (e.g., Luke 8:1; Acts 8:12);

· The good news about Jesus (Acts 5:42);

· Good news to the poor (Matt 11:5; Luke 4:18); and

· Peace to Jews and Gentiles (Romans 10:15; Ephesians 2:17; 3:8).

Evangelism is as dynamic and as varied as is the multifaceted and diverse wisdom of God (Ephesians 3:10). At heart it is announcing the "good news" God’s saving intervention in a broken world. In the New Testament "evangelism" is not yet a particularly technical term, even if the inclusion of "evangelists" in Ephesians 4:11 suggests things moved quite early in that direction.

Two issues are worth raising here. First, in natural church development evangelism is largely subsumed under the personal individual engagement of the 10 percent gifted for this task. In other words, it is the gift exercised by evangelists rather than the "good news" enfleshed in the words and deeds and, indeed, in the culture of a faithful community of faith. Second, rather than seeing evangelism as "news" of the generosity and grace of God being proclaimed to an unsuspecting world, Schwarz views it as focused on where non-Christian individuals identify their own needs.

As to the first point, I do not for a moment want to disparage the need for members of churches to witness to their neighbors. There is an enormous need in many Anabaptist congregations for persons with the combination of conviction, love, and freedom to give voice to the good news of God’s grace and to invite persons to faith. And I dare say many a pastor can only fantasize what it would be like to have 10 percent so gifted. But personal individual witness is surely only one dimension of the church’s role in the informing not only neighbors, but the principalities and powers, of the manifold wisdom of God (Ephesians 3:10). The New Testament writers view the "good news" as extending beyond any one person’s need, as much as it encompasses it. It extends to the human community as a whole, most particularly to those pushed to the margins by oppression, poverty, and sin.

For evangelism to be a quality characteristic consonant with the New Testament will require that it go beyond individuals, as much as it will encompass them, and that it go beyond a personal individual encounter with God, as much as it will encompass it.

Second, evangelism should be need-oriented, but it will not rely solely on those in need to define their need. This must to be considered delicately, since there has been entirely too much speaking and too little listening in the evangelistic enterprise. At the same time, the "good news" is at root a matter of divulging a secret, of God surprising an often unsuspecting world of both grace and its need for it. That too needs to be part of the evangelistic enterprise. For such a varied agenda, requiring a highly diverse set of gifts and abilities, more than 10 percent of the church’s membership will be required.

A COMPARISON OF APPLES AND ORANGES

Schwarz concludes his study of quality characteristics by insisting that all eight of them must be present: "No quality characteristic may be missing" (NCD, 38). His emphasis on giving priority attention to the "minimum factor" (NCD, 50-53), that is, to the weakest of the qualities in any particular congregation, is directly related to this strategic emphasis. This "minimum factor" is determined through a rather elaborate inventory of strengths and weaknesses arrived at via questionnaires and statistical analyses, which then allows for a scientifically sound, practically do-able approach to getting your congregation into the kind of state in which "God’s growth automatisms" can begin to work.

There is much wisdom in Schwarz’s approach. This is most particularly the case in his insistence that quality, when allowed to find expression in the life of the church, will make for growth "all by itself."

But it is precisely here where we must ask a number of questions: how does natural church development arrive at exactly this list of the necessary eight? Did they emerge from a study of the Bible? It would appear that they did not. They emerged as abstractions from the results gleaned from asking what churches that grow have in common. In other words, a quantitative approach has led to the identification of qualities. There may be nothing wrong with this, but it is at least worth noting.

The more important question is whether such an approach to determining quality characteristics of growing churches catches the qualities that make a church worth growing. Is it possible that some things go missing in such a method? Does such an approach let us determine whether what is growing is fully in keeping with the Christ found in the New Testament, with the mission of the church as Christ’s body? Or does Schwarz’s approach necessarily relegate biblical testing to at best a secondary check on qualities identified otherwise?

By asking these questions I do not want to disparage the existing eight quality characteristics nor in any way to undermine what I think to be a stress entirely consistent with the New Testament, namely, that quality is inextricable from faithful development and growth. Nor would I want with these questions to cast a shadow on the biotic principles. All of them—multiplication, interdependence, energy transformation, and functionality, to name a few—are critically important (NCD, 61-82). Indeed, Schwarz’s way of working with these principles are eye opening and a helpful prod and guide to action.

But what if we derived necessary quality characteristics not from a bank of data drawn from congregations growing numerically but from an analysis of the New Testament? And, what if, on the basis of such an analysis of the Bible, we then configured a questionnaire that would test what churches that grow and develop share with one another in relation to these qualities? My guess is that we would indeed ask many of the questions put to leaders and lay members of churches in the natural church development profile. But we might want to add some questions that are not now on the questionnaires and which therefore do not get to affect the database of "growing" churches.

Let me present a brief list by way of illustration, based on a number of key passages in the New Testament which define the work of Jesus and of the church, e.g., Matthew 5, 10, 11, 25; Luke 4; Romans 12; Galatians 5; Ephesians 4; or Revelation 2 and 3. I’m deliberately if somewhat whimsically putting the questions in a fashion similar to those in the questionnaires. They would be answered on a continuum of very great extent/great extent/average/hardly/not at all:

· My pastor is humble and poor in spirit (Matthew 5).

· I am in mourning at the state of the world around me (Matthew 5).

· People in my church are ravenous to see justice happen (Matthew 5).

· Our congregation is committed to peacemaking, even when it leads to severe opposition and ridicule (Matthew 5; Romans 12; 1 Peter 3).

· We cure the sick, raise the dead, and cleanse the lepers—all for nothing (Matthew 10, 11).

· In our congregation we have an ongoing "demolition project" to break down the walls dividing us in relation to social divisions that run counter to the will of God for humanity, such as divisions of race, class, and gender (Ephesians 2).

· We announce the good news of the kingdom of God wherever we go in both word and deed (Matthew 10; Luke 10).

· In our church we understand "evangelism" to be directly related to issues of poverty, incarceration, and oppression (Luke 4; Matthew 11; James 2).

· Our leaders are constantly asking that our banks relieve the burden of debt on those who are being crushed by it (Matthew 6).

· As a pastor I do everything I can to encourage giving as a joyous ("hilarious") act of worship (2 Corinthians 9).

· In our congregation we work hard at combining love for the world with nonconformity to the world in matters of politics, economics, and personal behavior (Romans 12).

Should not such questions (stated differently or better—as to their substance it does not matter) have been on the questionnaires if the Jesus we encounter in the New Testament should be reflected in the character and qualities of the community that bears his name? What would such questions have teased out? What kinds of quality characteristics would emerge from such questions? What might they look like distilled and abstracted? Please remember that I am not attempting to replace any of the qualities Schwarz has distilled. Each of the quality characteristics of natural church development is very important. But I wonder whether any church or congregation can be without the quality characteristics we might distill from responses to the statements above and still be the church of the Jesus Christ of the New Testament?

· Quality #9: messianic consciousness

· Quality #10: radical peaceableness

· Quality #11: hunger for justice

· Quality #12: solidarity with the poor and others on the edges of society

If these qualities emerge from the heart of the New Testament, as I would strenuously argue, then are we permitted to ignore them as too divisive, too political, too ideological, or too rooted in a particular church tradition?

Now it is of course true: qualities such as these may not guarantee numerical growth, if that is the criterion of quality. It all depends on the time and place and what’s going on in the world. For example, in the North American context where persons move easily from one church to another and where church growth is a culturally welcome development, is it conceivable that a church that is faithful might be out of step with such a culture? What sells or attracts in our culture is not necessarily quality; what grows is not necessarily benign. Are churches that are growing possibly sometimes the tares God is generously tolerating, just as God tolerates the old bramble bushes that have been around forever? Is it conceivable that high quality churches in this sense might on occasion not grow numerically but, in fact, go through a time of sifting and suffering and also numerical shrinkage, all-the-while "developing" in the direction of the kingdom of God? I must hasten to add that I don’t want for even a second to provide an alibi for those who would like to use this as an easy explanation for the decline of their congregation (see also NCD, 79).

But if we are talking about the kinds of qualities that make the church the church of Jesus Christ, then we clearly are talking about indispensable—necessary—qualities, and we had better think through our notions of mission, evangelism, and church growth in light of such qualities. If we are talking about development in a more comprehensive sense, one that is not exhausted by numerical growth, then of course we are on the right track, if Jesus is anything to go by. "Seek first the reign of God and its justice. Then all these things will be added unto you" (Matthew 6:33; emphasis added).

I would argue for a respect for the diversity of churches that respond faithfully to the challenges their place in time and culture presents them with. Some will grow extensively; others will develop intensively; still others will, by the grace of God and the right circumstances ("in the fullness of time"), do both. Some congregations will be outposts of change, faithful witnesses to the reign of God, and shining beacons to the good news of God’s reconciliation while not necessarily experiencing numerical growth. They may in fact experience the opposite. I think, for example, of the often small struggling interracial congregations in our tradition that faithfully witness, often in difficult circumstances, to the good news that God has in Christ broken down the wall of separation between races at enmity with each other. Such a church may not be a model for rapid growth. Is it a model for the growth of the reign of God? Undoubtedly, success at "growth" can also be assessed by whether a congregation is leaven, spreading the reign of God, and thus growing intensively, laboriously, even at times "in secret"!

I hope it is clear that I am not trying to find an alibi for small shrinking congregations. Perhaps some congregations should die! That does not mean that they might not be good humus for subsequent church plants, to speak "biotically." Further, short-term gain and long-term loss often marks fixation on growth in agriculture. Some very important genetic strains have fallen victim to the green revolution. There are churches that appear to be low yield but might just represent important genetic strains without which the church is rendered more vulnerable in the long run. The church’s witness as a whole needs these varieties, these strains. Without them the church’s task of being a harbinger of the kingdom of God is weakened.

What is at stake in this line of analysis is nothing less than the character of the church. Diversity is a good thing, as I have just argued. But in the end, diversity is not the basis for placing the cross at the heart of a church’s life, nor is it the basis for an appeal to make Easter the core conviction undergirding the taking up of the cross. It is not the case that only some churches should heed the life-giving if costly call to take up the cross and live in the newness of life. Every church worth bearing the name of Christ—small or great, well-funded or poor, third world or first—must hear and respond to that call. That is not optional, nor is it a matter of good strategy. It is just as true that a faithful answer to that call will find a myriad of forms of expression, even as the wisdom of God is endlessly manifold (Ephesians 3:10). It is the wisdom of God as expressed in Christ, a wisdom that is the power of salvation (1 Corinthians 1).

In conclusion, I am convinced that the qualities Schwarz has listed, as well as those I ferreted out of the New Testament, need to be placed at the very core of a church that proclaims good news. That is the unavoidable implication of Ephesians 2:11-22 where Christ is celebrated as making and proclaiming peace between outsiders and insiders, through the cross ending an enmity with roots too old to remember. Such a vision anticipates the coming down onto the earth of the new Jerusalem, a city with paradise at its core, a city with no temple because it is one, a city with its gates wide open—an urban vision of diverse humanity having come home to be with God (Revelation 21).

That is a comprehensive message, as comprehensive as is the Creator’s love. And our musings about what kinds of churches we want to encourage coming into existence, what kinds of development we want to nurture, and what modes of evangelism we want to practice must be reflective of that comprehensiveness. There is room for many at this round table.

In keeping with such a stance, we should give God thanks for Schwarz’s program of natural church development. I have no doubt that it will have a salutary effect on many congregations, not least in having us look appreciatively at the gifts already resident in our midst. I’m also grateful that the directions in which Schwarz points are ones we can take and deepen as I have tried to do in these reflections.
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