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What Does It Take to Plant A Church?
Fran Leeman
There’s always a lot of talk about planting new churches these days, and the reality is that we are not planting nearly enough churches to replace those that are dying.  But what does it take to plant a new church?  Here are the key thoughts I’ve gleaned in the 15 years since we planted ours…

You need a radical intention.

Over the years I’ve watched a lot of people try to plant churches.  A few have made it, most have not lasted.  A recent study by the Southern Baptist North American Mission Board revealed that 68% of plants lasted through year 4, but I haven’t personally seen that success rate, and I’ve also seen plenty of plants fail after that 4 year point.  The churches that make it are birthed by leaders who have a radical intention.  My friend Glenn Smith says if you have an intention, you will find a mechanism.  In other words, it’s about how bad you want it.  The best church planters are those who feel they’ll die of they don’t plant this church.  Of course, their motives need to be right, because people sometimes plant because they have an axe to grind or because they want to be the big cheese—bad reasons.  But that having been said, a radical intention is key.  I’ve seen guys who had all the right ideas of what the church should be, but they just were not determined or motivated enough.
The planter is the key.

Ephesians 4 says that God gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be shepherds and teachers.  We always call those who lead churches “pastors” these days, including those who plant new churches.  But in truth a good church planter is more of an evangelist.  Alan Hirsch describes the evangelist this way:

Evangelistic leadership communicates the gospel message in a way that people respond by having greater faith in themselves and their purpose. Evangelistic leadership inspires people to greater commitments of following and discipleship.  The Evangelistic leadership recruits others for a cause. In a leader, he or she senses the urgency of the moment and engages what needs to be changed now for what must happen in the future. Often, the Evangelistic leader comfortable around believers and non-believers alike – each seen as they can be. As the owner of the message, the Evangelist leader will make great sacrifices to achieve a genuine response. He or she is a communicator / recruiter, taking the organizations message to the outside, and convincing them of it. Evangelistic leadership markets and promotes an idea or vision to gain loyalty allegiance to the cause. The Evangelistic leader impacts the community through expansion. The Evangelist leader influences others by calling for greater personal response and sacrifice to a greater cause and purpose.

Someone planting a church needs a good handle on the good news of the Kingdom of God, and the ability to share/preach/counsel from Scripture, but most of all they must be this “evangelist” kind of person who gathers others.  They need to be someone people like being with and want to follow.  This doesn’t mean they have to be psychotically trying to instantly convert everyone they meet; after all, more and more people in our culture come to Christ now as a process.  But they need to have that effect on people that people want to hear what they have to say.  If you are the person in an organization responsible for finding/recruiting church planters, you need to be ruthlessly honest with yourself and potential planters—if they are not evangelist people-persons, you’ll be setting both them and yourself up for failure.  We always recommend that a potential church planter go through a decent assessment process where they get feedback on how well suited they seem to be for the adventure of birthing a new Jesus community.
The planter needs a coach and/or network.

Statistics show that planters with a peer group (other planters/pastors) to lean on have 135% more chance of a successful plant.  Planters should not be completely on their own.  Ideally they should have a coach with whom they talk a couple times a month, someone who can ask them the hard questions and help them think through the questions and crossroads they face along the way.  You can contact us at newwineskinsnetwork.org to hire a coach if you need one.
Don’t focus on planting a church.

Sounds like a strange thing to say, right?  One of the biggest mistakes we are making in the west is that we are all about “church growth”.  Funny… Jesus was all about the Kingdom of God.  I’m not saying we shouldn’t pay attention to the basic things we need to line up to plant a church (a place to meet, a little marketing, plugging people into key roles, etc.), but this journey is not about getting a successful church going, it’s about seeing men and women awakened from the spell that has blinded them to God, their own hearts, and the things that matter most in life.  The main focus should be building relationships and proclaiming, as Jesus did, that there’s a better way to live (See Matthew 4:17).  So work the basic the mechanics of starting a church, but put your heart and soul (and 80% of your time!) into people.
Build a missional core.

None of us can do this alone.  As you start to gather people, watch for those people who really seem to “get” what you are doing.  They are starting to understand God’s mission to heal and restore and use human beings.  They get the mission, and they are ready to go with you.  However you are thinking about this new church community, get it into them deep.  Most new churches attract Christians who think that because it’s a new and small community, they can shape it into what they want to.  And some of their ideas will be about “just what they want the church to be”, not about the Mission Dei.  These are not the people to have in your core.  Cast a picture over and over for this core of how you are thinking about discipleship, community, and mission.  As they get the picture, let them get contribute creatively with the particular way you live these out.  You implant the DNA, then ask them, “How can you guys see us living this out?  What do we do with it?”
Know what kind of critical path you are after.

Are you trying to move toward a big “launch” with a well-attended first service?  If so, then your  critical path will have to involve a very good size core group, perhaps several small groups, as a base for a good size launch.  Most planters dream of launching with big church services.  This is because they are more interested in a successful church than in the Kingdom of God and its transforming effect on people.  Do you know how big most new churches are in reality?  The average church plant starts with 42 people attending worship, and has 84 attending worship by the end of year 4.  Not that big, is it?  

There’s a place in the world for big churches and small churches, and it’s true that the bigger a church starts the bigger it will eventually get (and of course its odds of survival are better).  But studies have shown that discipleship happens better in smaller churches, and that people find community the best in churches between 100 and 150 people.  More and more planters are simply focusing on gathering, discipling, and living missionally, and letting the church develop as it develops.  In this model, there is less pressure on the “launch”—that pressure is shifted to the need to continually gather new people, for people to find real community with one another, and for the new community to continually think about the world beyond itself.  


Whichever path you choose, be clear about what you are after, and work a critical path that has a realistic likelihood of getting you there.
Disciple from the beginning.

When most church planters say they are starting a church, they mean that they are starting a worship service.  The problem with all our starry eyed dreaming about worship services is that this is just one small part of what it means to be the church of Jesus.  In fact, if the church is the community continuing the work Jesus started, then the worship service may be just the gas station to replenish you for the real journey.  What is a disciple?  What does it mean to follow Jesus in the time and place in which we live?  How is it different from living the American life in general?  What does a disciple of Jesus see that others do not?  What does a disciple really care about?  Am I living as one with my life centered around Jesus and his way?  How do I help others enter and grow in this life?  These are the kinds of questions you need to be thinking about from the beginning.  

The church should be an interesting mix of both shades of grace.  On the one hand, we are the community where you can come as you are, where there is forgiveness for your sins, and where you can find healing for your broken places.  On the other hand, we are the community through which Jesus says, “Let the dead bury their own dead—you come and follow me.”
Don’t forget the presence of God.

The church growth movement taught us too well how we could attract people by all our own designs—great music, clever skits, riveting videos.  Of course, the smaller church that tries to do these usually has poor quality, just because they don’t have the leadership or large numbers of skilled people to draw from.  But in all our becoming so polished, I am convinced we forgot about the greatest thing we can invite people to: the very presence of the living God.  So don’t be afraid to worship intimately (with a setup as simple as a guitar and a djembe drum), to invite people to be prayed for, to leave some “space” in your worship gatherings and small groups where the Holy Spirit can ooze in between all the other stuff and touch people directly.  In our church, we invite people to “dial down” and find that place inside where God wants to come to them, and they do.  We’ve tended to think that “seekers” and new Christians will not open up like this in worship, or come up and kneel in prayer or ask for prayer, but they do in our church, and it feels natural because we have created a culture where it’s normal.  So don’t shield people from God’s presence, invite them to it.  He can bring hope and healing to people in a way that our words can never do—they don’t just need to understand about God, they need God.
Don’t make it nice, make it wild.

If you plan to have a nice little church, that’s probably what you’ll get.  Wouldn’t you rather change the world?  How?  Love people.  Throw a party for all those you’ve gathered so far.  Go feed the homeless or give them all coats.  Go do a home makeover for someone.  Go make life better for a single mom.  Instead of a sermon this week, let some people tell their stories.  

And… adopt a place and people in another part of the world from the beginning, and determine to love them, live the Kingdom by making life better for them, and be like Jesus to them.  We require this of all church plants connected to us.  Your tendency will be to say, “Oh, we couldn’t do something like that until we are bigger, you know, a little more established.”  That’s exactly how churches in the west have been thinking for generations.  That’s a big part of why the church in western culture is dying—we stopped looking beyond ourselves and sacrificing for the world.  What you might not be able to see is that a wild, crazy mission of love to people in another part of the world will invigorate your church.  We build schools and clinics and help with agriculture and sponsor children and do micro loans in a poor Haitian river valley, and it has injected life into our church.  People want to live and die for something that matters, especially as they wake up to God, his love, and his vision for the world.  Bob Roberts says “we need to plant churches that exist for the world”.

Also, you need to “think beyond your one church” from the beginning.  Most church plants never reproduce themselves.  Again, I think this is because we are content with “one more nice church”.  Is that really enough for us?  It’s sad if it is.  We should want to see Jesus and the Kingdom of God just breaking out all over the place, with lives being impacted at every turn.  The church you are planting now may reach a certain group of people, or people in a certain geographical area, but there are whole other groups who still need Jesus-people among them.  If you think this way you will plant churches that plant churches that plant churches.
What about money?

It will take some money to plant every church.  How much depends on the model and whether the planter is getting a salary.  Once you know how you are going to plant a church, you can make a plan for what you expect it will cost and where you can find the money.  Just remember that success is never really about the money.  Remember what I said at the beginning?  Success comes from having a radical intention.  Churches aiming for a big launch will need greater resources to get going.  Churches doing a slower build, discipling people around a missional core, can do it with less money.  Either way, it depends a lot on staff salaries.  Our church is over 300 people, and we planted it bi-vocationally (I worked full time for several years), and we took the more gradual-build approach.  The total investment in our church was about $25,000 which came from our denomination over a three year period.  That’s not a lot of money as far as church plants go, but it was enough for the approach we took.  So know what you’ll need, find the money, but remember that success is not about the money.  
Have a lot of fun.

Nope, not kidding.  One thing that makes a community beautiful is joy, and people want to be a part of a joyful community.  So take the gospel and the ministry and the mission seriously, but have enough trust in God to take a break from all the seriousness and feast, love, and laugh together.  Part of experiencing the Kingdom of God now is the joyful foretastes of the great life we’ll be living later.  As C.S. Lewis said, “Joy is the serious business of heaven.”
