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 The Easy, Organic Way to Plant a New Church
Fran Leeman
There are lots of ways to start new churches (hiving, daughtering, partnering, etc.), and I want to be clear that I think they all have value.  And in the last twenty years many churches have been planted using the launch methodology that has typified the church growth movement, where we form a core group, and then plan to add lots of new people all at once through the “launch” of our weekly worship services.  Then, of course, we try to start connecting all those new people into small groups and/or get them involved in ministries.  There is nothing intrinsically wrong with this methodology, but I think because it A) takes a decent chunk of money to pull off (in advertising dollars alone), and B) is dependent on a big numerical success early on, I think that it has convinced many individuals and churches that they cannot start a new church.  In other words, it appears to be such a significant enterprise, and the stakes seem so high, that for people without much money and churches that may themselves be on the smaller side, it makes church planting seem out of reach.  While people will still plant good churches with this methodology, I want to propose another way that is within reach of everyone God calls to plant, and every church that dreams the dreams of God.  I call it the easy, organic way to plant a new church.
It might be easier than you think…

I was sitting around about a year ago with some of my leaders, talking about planting new churches, and Alex said, “Don’t we plant churches all the time, but we just call them ‘small groups’?”  If you or others in the churches you’ve been a part of have gathered a group of people for community and discipleship in a small group, you have done the most basic element of planting a new church.  You probably didn’t call it that, but it’s still true.  So I began to wonder, “Why can’t we just start little groups of people as church communities, and instead of laying a big plan with high expectations on them, just challenge them to chase the Kingdom of God with all their might, and let God guide what they become (size, flavor, etc.)?”  And being small, they could gather anywhere, right?  Like in a living room or a coffee shop or an apartment complex common room.  

It raises the question, “Why do we feel so much pressure to plant churches that get big, and get big fast?”  I think there is more than one answer to that.  Part of it is simply that we have been trained to think that big + fast = success.  So we’ve planted a bunch of big churches, but have few real disciples… that’s success?  Second, if the planter has to have a full-time salary, then we have to get enough people coming fairly quickly so he can get a paycheck—nothing wrong with that, but it skews our motives and forces us into one particular strategy.  We need to learn to plant more naturally, in a way that removes this pressure to get big fast.  Please note: I am not saying we don’t want churches that grow and reach a lot of people, I’m saying that there’s something synthetic about growing churches so we feel successful, or so that we get paychecks.  It’s like Miracle-Gro, it gets you fast growth, but not always a healthy plant in the long run.

To plant more naturally, we will need far more church planters who are bi-vocational, meaning that they make their living, at least for some time, from something other than leading the church.  The best place to find these people is to raise them up within our own existing churches.  This goes against our centuries of “professionalization of the clergy” in western culture, where only seminary graduates who are paid to do ministry are considered legitimate.  Hold that up against the New Testament and the early church and see how it fares.  We need avenues within our churches to give significant leaders another level of training that helps them become leaders who can plant churches, lead churches, and spearhead “missional adventures” close to home and far away.  In our church, we created a process called The Emmaus School to help people go further in the understanding of the Bible, theology of the Kingdom of God, leadership, and practical ministry.  That may sound like work, but it is “easier” in the sense that the leaders we need to create new Jesus-communities may be right in front of us.
It’s not about the garden, it’s about tomatoes and green beans.

Whenever we start talking about planting churches, we talk about planting churches.  But doesn’t that make sense—don’t we need to talk models, strategies, mechanics, etc. to get it done?  To some degree, yes.  What I would say is that we need to pay attention to those things.  But what we need to focus on is people, and more specifically how to see people come into the Kingdom of God and how to see the Kingdom of God come into people.  We want to talk about the garden (the church), but the garden is really just a patch of ground where the important things grow, like tomatoes and green beans and carrots and cucumbers.  Often when guys go off to plant churches, they subtly start to see people as just bodies to populate the garden, a means to the end of a successful church.  But people are what really matter—we need to focus on turning the soil of hearts, planting the seeds of the Kingdom, adding helpful compost through our conversations, and pruning what keeps people from growing more fully.  As we do this, God will water and shine, and people will begin to awaken and emerge and come to life and grow.  But what about the church planting stuff?  Okay…

· Pick the right spot for your garden (it has to be a community that fits the planter)

· Find a core of people who share your love of gardening (you need a missional core that love people and “get” the Kingdom of God and the transformation it brings)

· Describe the dream you call your garden over and over to people (cast the vision of what this new Jesus-community will be until your core is salivating)

· Do the obvious (Need a fence?  Need some tools?  Need some money for seeds?  Want to name your garden?  Yes, there are church planting logistics—do those, and do them as well as you and your core can)

· Trust God for your garden (I can plant and fertilize, only God makes rain and sun), which means you and your team have to pray continually.
Beyond these, do the actual gardening, which is to say, love people and plant and cultivate in their lives.
What would keep your church from planting other churches this way right now?
Here are a few things:

A. We just aren’t that passionate about seeing the Kingdom of God invade people’s lives, at least not enough for people to be this motivated, or to make sacrifices to see a new Jesus-community come into being.

B. We don’t have a single leader who, with a little more training, could gather a core of people and start gardening this way.

C. We are afraid of starting another church too near our own church.

D. We don’t have the money to start a new church.
Here are my answers to those:
A. Your own spiritual lives are lacking—you need renewal, love and passion.

B. You aren’t raising up strong leaders, then, and need to figure that out and start doing it.

C. Get over it—it’s not about your church—it’s about the Kingdom and people.

D. You haven’t been listening.
Let’s get practical… what would a plan look like?

This is not going to be exactly like how you would do it in your context, but I want to give you an example of a “critical path” that a church or ragtag group of Jesus-followers (isn’t that what a church is?  Hmmm…) might follow to actually move toward birthing a new Jesus-community (and then another, and another…).
1) Be a community of people who want to announce, live, and extend the Kingdom of God in a particular place, among a particular people (a town, city, neighborhood, ethnic group, subculture, etc.).

2) Identify and help equip the planter/key leader.
3) Identify someone who can serve as a mentor/coach to the planter, and who his support and mutual-learning networks will be.

4) Answer the question, “What does it look like to live and extend the Kingdom of God among the people we want to reach out to?”  Be practical and real… make a list.

5) The planter starts to gather a missional core and dream and scheme with them (but they focus the dream more on people than a synthetic vision of a successful church).  They determine that they will take risks to follow Jesus on this mission.
6) Together, the core lives the Kingdom of God right from the beginning.  There is no “when we get the church started” mentality here.  They hang out, feast, learn about the Kingdom of God, grow as people, worship, and extend the Kingdom by serving others and being “in proximity” to the people they want to connect with.  We should never “plan to be the church”; we should be the church now.
7) They figure out what people and tools they need to do their mission.  This will be things as seemingly random as people willing to serve, money, a guitar player, a place to meet, people in the community they can partner with, a plan for helping people begin to know Jesus, etc.  

8) They live it, reach out, enjoy the journey, watch God work, and wonder from the beginning where this wild adventure with God will take them, what other way God will manifest the Kingdom through them (other new churches, adopting a people group far away, etc.).
The only remaining question is whether you are going to do it.  Have I answered all the questions?  No.  But if you have the intention, you will find the mechanism(s).  If you are determined, you will find a way.  Are you determined?
