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Can Declining Churches Be Renewed?
Fran Leeman
If you are a leader in a church that has been stagnated or declining for some time, you hope it can be turned around.  There has been much talk about “church renewal” in recent decades, but in truth we have seen very few declining churches become growing, fruitful churches again.  Literally dozens of strategies have been tried, most of them unequal to the task.  Imagine a store where little has changed for thirty years—the displays are worn, the products are outdated, the sales people seem not to understand what the customers coming through the door are really looking for, and the owner just keeps blaming the economy, though similar stores in the community seem to be doing fine.  Now: try to change that store.  How would you do it?  One thing is sure, it will not be easy.
Why have past efforts to renew churches not been terribly effective?

I have not worked directly in renewal as a pastor, but I have coached some pastors trying to renew their churches, and I have watched many churches that were trying  some kind of renewal process from a close distance.  What I have observed in almost all cases is that the disease was stronger than the medicine being supplied.  In the end, the resistance to necessary changes remained entrenched in the mindsets of key members of the congregation.  This does not mean that it cannot be done, but it does mean that we better not underestimate the journey on which we are embarking.  The most effective overall approach to renewing declining churches is what has been called a “restart”—more on this at the end of this article.
What are the most effective ingredients for achieving real change in a declining congregation?

Of all the things that have been tried to renew churches, renewal expert George Bullard identifies the following as the most effective pieces of strategy for change.  I’ll list them as he does, and then share my own thoughts on each one.
A vision-casting process that involves the key people in the church.
One of my elders loves to remind the rest of us that “You have to see the vision to be the vision.”  Listen closely: It is not enough for you to want to be like the church down the street that is growing and happy.  You must have a dream of what God wants your church to be, and you must invite key people in the church to dream with you from the beginning.  And please realize that what I am calling the “key people” may or may not be the people who have position of power in the church at this moment.  Sometimes leaders think, “Oh, I have to get the Board to dream with me.”  Maybe, but what if the Board members don’t want to dream?  What if they are the most resistant to change?  Who around you wants a church that lives, loves and just plain smells more like Jesus, and of the church as a joyful, fruitful, effective community?  Those are your people.  I would have them read three books: 1) The Gospels (rediscover what Jesus is like, especially with everyday people outside the church); 2) The Secret Message of Jesus by Brian McLaren (What was Jesus’ own message?); 3) The Present Future by Reggie McNeal (6 tough questions church leaders need to ask).  Pastors, you might also read my booklet, Jesus Revolution or Christian Religion?  You can download it free at grassrootschurches.org.
Making the congregation accountable to an outside party.
This may be the denomination, but since most denominations are not terribly effective these days, it will more likely be either a person who is coaching the pastor and key leaders, or a network of churches with clear vision that the church has chosen to align with (and specifically the leaders of that network).  We have not done this yet with our Grass Roots network, but I can envision an agreement where we invite a declining church to come be a part of us, and adopt our vision of disciple-making, missional church, and they give us permission to hold them accountable as a congregation, and speak into their life as a church.  The value of outside accountability is that once a church starts down the renewal road, and decides to start thinking and living differently (if you can get them that far), then you have someone who is not part of the daily push and pull of that change process showing up and asking if they are doing what they said they would do.  You cannot blame the pastor, or the surrounding community, or anything else for the failure of the church to be renewed or to grow if you are not doing what is necessary for that to happen—and somebody has to say that.
The church continually engaging in outreach/evangelism kinds of activities.
Perhaps the most obvious thing about nearly all declining churches is that they have become ingrown clubs.  They have their worship service, the monthly potluck, and the Board meeting—all internally focused activities.  And they often think, “If people really wanted Jesus, they’d show up here.”  It’s the opposite of Jesus’ own strategy.  In fact, he left almost no instruction about our “church activities” and left lost of instruction about “going out”, about making disciples, about reaching people.  This needs to be a huge part of the “new dream” of the church—“We will become a community of people who live for something bigger than ourselves by being like Jesus in our community, bringing love, practical help, healing, and a taste of what God is really like to the people in our town.”  It can start simple.  Look around your town and ask, “Who around here needs help?”  And go help them.  Don’t try to cram Jesus down their throats, just go be like Jesus to them, and if there’s a good opening to talk about God, ask the Holy Spirit to lead you and walk through that opening.  By bringing this to the level of behavior, not just ideas, you will begin to discover who in the church is enticed by the idea of actually following Jesus and living like him.  Don’t reach out “so you can grow the church”; do it to love people, to expand the Kingdom of God—the church will likely grow as a natural result.
An intentional move from traditional governance to mission-driven innovative governance.
One of the great obstacles to change in declining churches is that the people who sit on the Board and various committees often think that what they do in those groups is the work of God.  But it isn’t, rather, it is an attempt to lead the work of God.  But of course, in most of these churches, that simple confusion renders the whole enterprise of leadership largely ineffective (“We have Board meetings, but nothing ever changes”… sound familiar?).  I’ve seen this story play out over and over again: The pastor and key leaders see a new vision; they start to pursue it, but at some point come up against the fact that they need either the permission or resources held by those who officially govern the church, at which point those who govern say “no” because they fear the changes the pastor and key leaders are chasing.  It’s the work of Jesus killed in committee.  Ouch.  One way or another, over time, you have to get to the place where the visionaries and the people with authority over programs and resources are the same people.  And what should guide the decisions of the church is not the past, the way we have always done things, but the mission God has called us to.  Every decision should be evaluated in terms of whether it moves us toward or away from the mission.  And friends, the mission is always a risky mission into the unknown, so we need leaders who have the stomach for this.  God came to rescue and restore the world!  If we wanted a neat, safe, tidy, predictable mission, we should have chosen something else.
Moving from merely traditional worship to a creative approach involving contemporary elements.
I’m hesitant to get into this territory, both because some pastors think just doing contemporary music will be the salvation of their church, and also because it can take this whole discussion and drag it down to being a discussion merely about style.  The church of Jesus Christ is not about style.  It is about becoming new men and women, it is about walking in authentic loving relationship, it is about joining God in his wild and wonderful mission to the world.  Your “deep answer” is not about musical style.  And yet… worship is important, and for me, that’s the issue: worship.  And by that I mean helping people see our this great and beautiful God with the eyes of their hearts and connect with him deeply in your worship gatherings.  People need to experience God’s presence for themselves, not just a sermon and some kind of nice songs.  And here is the reality: the kind of music conducive to the softening and opening of people’s hearts changes as music in general changes in a culture.  So the worship music that helped people feel open and alive in 1950 (or even 1980!) generally does not do that very well now.  So if you can find music that really connects with people today, it’s going to be more effective in helping them worship God.  This doesn’t mean that you have to “throw out all the old songs”, but it might mean that you intersperse those hymns into the “worship set” occasionally, and it might mean that you use some of the “reworked versions” of those hymns that give them a more flowing or passionate feel.  Of course many churches on the renewal journey have tried simply having two services, one traditional and one contemporary.  This can keep the peace, and work in a sense, but my observation is that in most of these churches, this either A) Only postpones the war over worship (especially if the contemporary service becomes the more popular); or B) Leaves the church unable to achieve real momentum, because it never really becomes one missionally-driven church.
Involvement of the senior pastor and other key leaders in peer learning communities.
Remember our store analogy from earlier?  One of the best things the owner of that store could do is go hang out with guys who run more effective stores.  If you are seeking to renew a church, ask who you can hang out with that has a healthy picture of churches that are very much like Jesus.  Expose yourself to thinking that’s way beyond where your church is now, sift through it all, and find what it helpful for the stage you are at right now.  That’s why we say that our Grass Roots network is not just for “church planters”—if you are trying to renew a declining church, you are  a church planter, but you aren’t starting with a blank canvas.  You need to be around people whose churches are more what you want yours to become, soaking in that picture, and receiving good counsel and encouragement as you more forward.
The senior pastor and his key leaders being coached in their strategy for moving the church forward.
Statistically speaking, those attempting to renew a declining church have met with greater success when they have been personally coached by someone who understands the issues.  The value of coaching is that all along the way you have someone with greater objectivity than you asking the needed questions, getting you to stand back and look at things from a different angle, making you face whether what you are trying is actually working or not.  Personally, I would never even attempt to renew a church without a coach.  Ideally, the coach would meet monthly with the pastor, and then every couple of months with the key leaders, those who have shown they have the capacity to dream and work for a more Jesus-like church community.  The coach can not only help them ask and wrestle with the right questions, but he can speak that word of encouragement into the team at those moments where everything is going tough, and teams need that when they find themselves under sunless skies.  He can ask them, “Do you know how different this church is going to be when you come out the other side?  Do you know what lives will be changed because you endured these hardships and criticisms?”
What is the question?

The question is whether the people in that church want to be on the mission of the Kingdom of God, which means being a church that exists not for themselves but for the world, and that will reshape their church.  Even with the best process, each person in that church will at some point have to face this question.  They must be reminded that there are greater joys in the Kingdom of God than having it all our own way.
What if some people leave in the process?

They will.  If you think you are going to renew a church that’s treading water without anyone leaving, you are kidding yourself.  The pastor and key leaders must accept up front that this is a price they will pay.
Do you believe in death and resurrection?

I have saved this until the end of this article.  A recent study showed that one renewal strategy is far more effective than all others, confirming what I had long suspected.  That strategy is what has often been called a “restart”.  It is an attempt to interrupt the normal life and death cycle of a congregation by introducing more radical change.  It means that the church agrees, in order to survive and become effective, to die and be reborn.  It is not the same as gradually adjusting how the church does things—it is laying the patient on the table, stopping his heart, and then getting out the paddles.  It is radical.  Most churches will not agree to it, and yet it is the most effective path.  The words of Jesus apply well here: “The one who tries to save his life will lose it.”  What does this look like?  While there are variations, something like this:

· The church brings in a pastor/leader with fresh vision and a good spirit about him.

· The Church Board agrees to dissolve itself, and the pastor is allowed to make all the key decisions for two years.

· The pastor chooses a handful of key leaders to serve as the vision team while the church restarts—they do not have decision making authority, but he dialogues with them on all significant decisions and visions questions, regarding them as “counselors”  (and they participate in being coached, engaging a peer group, etc.).
· The church may stop meeting in its building for six months to a year, gathering instead in homes, reading the Gospels and other good books to help them wrestle with what the “new church” should be like.

· The pastor and vision team change the name of the church.

· The church begins to live differently, reaching out in mission, seeking God as they learn to worship from the heart, learning to walk with one another in truer relationship, and learning to welcome new people into the community. 

Let’s be honest, a restart is really planting a church out of the ashes of an existing church.  But it is usually the best way, and I would suggest that since most of our renewal strategies fail, we need to strongly suggest this one much more often.  
The spirit of the key leader…

It must be said that the pastor/leader who tries to take a church through a renewal/restart process must be a certain kind of individual.  He or she needs to be warm, secure in themselves, able to hear people without taking everything personally, persevering, and strong leader who also values a team.  They must be a person who can bring people together around a better picture, who can gently but firmly show how the church could be a lot more like Jesus than it is at present.  They must be able to value the church’s heritage and the people who worked to keep the church going all those years, but be able to communicate that the culture around requires a different kind of church, that Jesus needs the church to be different to bear fruit.


If you need help knowing where to go with your church, please feel free to contact us at the New Wineskins Network, and we will be happy to have a conversation with you, and see if we can give you some good counsel or point you toward some resources that will be of help to you.  Just go to newwineskinsnetwork.org.
