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Restoring your church to the healthy, transforming, divine organism God intended is similar to the way novelist E. L. Doctorow described his writing process: “It’s like driving a car at night: You never see further than your headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way.” Trust God. He has great plans for you!


Kent R. Hunter and Tracee J. Swank.
E. L. Doctorow interviewed by
George Plimpton, The Paris Review















INTRODUCTION



During the last twenty centuries, in hundreds of nations, Christianity has flourished—then atrophied. Local churches thrive with vitality for a season. Then, over time, many plateau, decline, and lose impact. Christianity fades and becomes marginalized. Secularization creeps in, and thriving nations become increasingly troubled. The value of life disintegrates.


Likewise, there are many documented movements in which God has reversed the decline among receptive people. It begins with an “awakening,” a wake-up call among Christians and their churches. They reclaim the essence of the New Testament church. What follows is often called a “revival.” God moves in the land. Christianity spreads rapidly. Many become believers. The nation benefits. How does this movement begin? How can the power of the church be restored?


After four decades of helping Christians and churches become more effective, our team at Church Doctor Ministries has discovered a dramatic and encouraging element for church vitality. God transforms Christians and their churches. They impact their communities and nations.


We have field-tested this discovery in hundreds of churches. We surveyed 75,000 Christians in those churches. We have participated in major movements of God on six continents. For sixteen years, we have closely studied many of the spiritually reenergized churches in England. The movement that started in England twenty years ago is just beginning in North America.


Diagnosing the issues Christians and churches face, we have identified seven ceilings. They greatly hinder the work God intends. We have field-tested seven strategies that effectively remove these ceilings. You might ask, “If it’s that simple, why doesn’t everyone know this?”


Most Christians—and most churches—suffer from Kingdom culture drift. Kingdom culture is the spiritual and nonnegotiable climate for the seven strategies. It is found in Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom of God. The power of your church depends on who you are and who you become. This changes everything. The apostle Paul wrote, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind” (Rom. 12:2 ESV).


Kingdom culture is the spiritual DNA that powers healthy, thriving churches. The helix of this DNA has five interconnected elements: values, beliefs, attitudes, priorities, and worldviews. As you focus on Kingdom culture, you grow. These five elements change everything. As you grow, God transforms your church to be more as Jesus intended. Don’t be fooled: This is not a quick-fix program. It is recapturing the movement the Holy Spirit birthed at Pentecost.


This dramatic change is not beyond you or your church. Our research demonstrates that God can ignite a core group in any church, improving health, vitality, and effectiveness for outreach and mission. Making disciples is what Jesus commissioned us to do. But first, He commissioned us to be—and become—Kingdom people. He said, “My Kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36 NIV). This culture makes the difference.


As you will discover, when God revitalizes His movement in any area of the world, it begins with those who have holy discontent. It is likely several of those people exist in your church. They love the Lord. They love the church and respect the pastor(s) and staff. They are involved, generously giving of their time and money. They are not the whiners and complainers found in almost every church. They are discontent about the lack of fruit. They are dissatisfied with puny results or business as usual. They know too much from Scripture to accept mediocrity. They will not settle for simply managing the congregation. They believe what Jesus said: The harvest is ripe (see Matthew 9:37). They are deeply troubled that many young adults consider the church irrelevant. They recognize the church exists to make a difference.


Those with holy discontent are the “early adopters” of a move of God: spiritual seeds that represent the organic start of a coming harvest—if they are cultivated and nurtured. You may discover that you are one of them. If not, you may be about to become one. If you choose to take this journey, get ready for the greatest God-adventure of your life.













CHAPTER ONE



The Gift of Holy Discontent



Now the Berean Jews were of more noble character than those in Thessalonica, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.


—Acts 17:111





Thrive 1. To prosper or flourish; be successful. 2. To grow vigorously.


Survive 1. To live or exist longer than or beyond the life or existence of; outlive. 2. To continue to live after or in spite of: to survive a wreck.


Webster’s New World College Dictionary





How would you describe your spiritual life? Is it thriving or simply surviving? Is it spiritually prospering? Flourishing? Successful? Is it growing vigorously? You will never do what God wants you to do unless you become who God wants you to be. What about your Christian community, your church? Your church will never do what God wants your church to do unless the people become who God wants them to be.


Jesus used picture language to make sure his disciples would get it. He said, “I am the vine; you are the branches.”2 He also said, “You didn’t choose me, but I chose you. I have appointed you to go, to produce fruit that will last, and to ask the Father in my name to give you whatever you ask for.”3


Grapes grow when the vine is healthy. A grapevine will be healthy when the atmosphere is good—fertile soil, proper levels of rain, and just enough sun. Consider spiritual atmosphere to be Kingdom culture. Healthy vines multiply and produce an enormous number of grapes. This occurs not just once, but year after year. Does that describe you? Does it describe your church?


It does describe God’s miracle of creation. It is amazing but not surprising. At creation, God did say, “Be fruitful and multiply,” right?4


If you owned a vineyard, what would you possibly do to increase your harvest? You don’t have much control over the atmosphere—the rain, the sun, and the soil. Is there any way you might cooperate with your Creator to experience better results? According to Jesus, the answer is yes. Admittedly, it doesn’t make a lot of sense. It is counterintuitive. Much about Kingdom culture is counterintuitive. Most everything Jesus says when He begins, “The Kingdom of God is like…” is not the way humans normally understand the world. Jesus did say, “My Kingdom is not of this world.”5 Get that? Your spiritual life is not like this world. Your church is not like this world. It is not supposed to be like this world.


With grapes, God does what seems unusual. This is the miracle move with the vine and the branches: They multiply when they are cut back. Really? This is Kingdom culture: Sometimes less equals more.


“For My thoughts are not your thoughts, Nor are your ways My ways,” says the Lord.6 Jesus told the disciples that His Kingdom works differently than the way human kingdoms operate. It is not similar to nations, human cultures, programs, or activities of this world. A young man once asked Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., “What is the secret of success?” Holmes responded, “Young man, the secret of my success is, at an early age, I discovered I was not God.”7 This is a good reminder for those who call themselves Christians.


After analyzing several hundred churches during the last several decades, it is clear to me that many Christians are surviving, not thriving. Christians are overcome with maintenance of the mundane and are anemic in the movement of mission. Many of the faith communities we call church are, in fact, plateaued or declining and aging. Many churches report a median age older than sixty in worship. The following is a typical profile:


Age Distribution
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No, this is not a church in a retirement community. It is typical of many churches. Is that thriving? You don’t have to be a Church Doctor to see the end in sight. Many Christians and their congregations have shifted into survival mode. Church leaders grasp at straws—the latest program as a “miracle cure” packaged for a quick fix.


The quick fix is another worldly way. Jesus did not build Kingdom atmosphere using a ten-week Bible study. Like many worldly ways, “shortcut Christianity” has seeped into the church. “Just give me a program I can run with,” says the pastor. The result? Kingdom culture drift. A puny harvest. However, there is a spark of hope, a turning point. God is getting our attention. Christians are showing signs of a holy infection, diagnosed as holy discontent or spiritual restlessness. Many Christians are wondering, “Is my church surviving or thriving?”


In John 15, Jesus speaks from a Kingdom culture perspective. He says, “He prunes the branches that do bear fruit so they will produce even more.”8 Really? This is Kingdom math. It is different from what you learned in grade school. You learned addition equals more. Kingdom math says subtraction equals multiplication, by God’s power. Less is more, but less of what? The impact of Kingdom culture results in less impurity, fewer distractions, less of all those time-consuming activities that diminish the strategic impact of the Kingdom. The result is spiritual focus. This changes everything. The air you breathe is a movement. This is Kingdom atmosphere.


What will you give up to go up? What will your church cut back to go forward? From the human perspective, it doesn’t make sense. Why? Kingdom culture focuses on faith. This is not simply a different approach; this is a different atmosphere. This Kingdom is not at all like this world. Can you believe God knows what He is doing? Can you follow Jesus when it feels illogical? This is rarefied air.


Are you one of those who have drifted from Kingdom culture? No, it wasn’t on purpose. It wasn’t a conscious decision. No believer intentionally develops a strategy to wander from Kingdom effectiveness. However, in so many churches, among so many Christians, decisions are based on what seems logical. Directions are chosen on winning arguments and majority votes. By contrast, Kingdom culture relies on biblical input to discover God’s direction.




Many Christians experience death by meetings, not life by discipling. Corporate behavior overcomes focused outreach.





Many Christians experience death by meetings, not life by discipling. Corporate behavior overcomes focused outreach. The flashy program is more attractive than spiritual formation. Robert’s Rules of Order trumps prayer to sort out what God wants. Leaders quote the latest fad rather than inspired Scripture. This is the disease of spiritual dry rot. As many churches have discovered, it is terminal. The health of a church is a reflection of the spiritual vitality of the believers within it. Thriving churches are filled with individuals who live Kingdom culture. This is the atmosphere that breathes life into the Christian movement.


Jesus, in this unusual and miraculous Kingdom, developed a body—His body. He is the head. He is the Master. He is the Lord. It is this head, not the church board, who gives health and life abundantly.9 The direction of this head can impact churches riddled by drift, suffering from subtle, secular culture. This drift kills churches, but Jesus is the Master of resurrection. His body, in any form, can rise again!


It makes little sense to cut traditional programs and activities, but these activities cause burned-out believers. It is a hard sell to focus on spiritual formation (re-formation, transformation). Yes, God’s Kingdom isn’t anything like the world where we live. It takes serious faith to be sold out to God’s plan. It takes trust in Jesus to focus on Kingdom culture and to expect the church to flourish and thrive. It sounds strange. Someone changed the verse to add this insight, “You will know the truth, and the truth will make you… ‘a little peculiar.’”10


What if you pulled the plug on half the programs that keep you so occupied? What if you moved from doing toward becoming? God created us human beings, not human doings.


What would happen if you focused on Kingdom culture for a year or two? Could that lead to more outreach? More joy? More community impact? The growth of God’s Kingdom inside people? The growth of God’s Kingdom as Christians engage those in social networks? What if you, and others, were full of the King? Would the King’s Kingdom become a Jesus epidemic? Would it change your church? Your community? The world? Instead of belonging to the church, what would change if you focused on being church?


Would you look and act more like a Christ-follower? Would your church look more like the body of Christ? Reggie McNeal in his book The Present Future says, “As he hung on the cross Jesus probably never thought the impact of his sacrifice would be reduced to an invitation for people to join and to support an institution.”11 Could your church change complexion from institution to movement? Could it move from being reactive to proactive? Could it be rearranged from a destination to a launching pad? Could Jesus thrive as the head, not just in theory, but also in function?


Do you really believe Jesus when He said, “I will build my church”?12 Honestly, we work too hard at church. Imagine what would happen if we focused on Kingdom culture. What if we quit doing and began being?



FAITH


It takes faith to take Jesus at His word. It takes faith to believe. It takes faith to practice Kingdom culture. It requires humility. Ken Blanchard and Terry Waghorn in Mission Possible said, “An attitude of humility is an ingredient of successful change because it permits people to take what they do seriously, while at the same time taking themselves lightly. People with humility don’t think less of themselves—they just think about themselves less.”13 How much do you think about Jesus? His Kingdom?




From the human perspective, the Kingdom looks weird. It is definitely not like this world. It is not like our experience. It is not supposed to be!





Jesus’ Kingdom is so different. From the human perspective, the Kingdom looks weird. It is definitely not like this world. It is not like our experience. It is not supposed to be! God wants your church to thrive, to prosper. Prosperity is having everything you need to accomplish the will of God in your life and in the life of your church. When you think about “everything you need,” does your attention drift to the mundane? Do you focus on money, staff, programs, volunteers, and activities? In truth, the real key is Kingdom culture—atmosphere for harvest. You can have the best seeds, the greatest soil, and the right fertilizer, but you won’t get a crop if you plant it in Minnesota in January. Why? Programmatic activity is not enough. Atmosphere changes everything!


You have faith to believe Jesus for salvation. You can also have faith that Jesus can use you and your church for the salvation of others. You can trust Jesus for the faith that your church can thrive without all the gimmicks and gadgets. You can believe the culture of the King will infect you and make you a contagious Christian. You will transform from “local church” to “lifestyle movement.”


In northern Canada, there are two seasons: July to August… and winter. At the end of August, the rains come and the rural roads become ruts. Then, overnight, they freeze. At the place where the pavement becomes a dirt road is a sign that reads, CHOOSE YOUR RUT VERY CAREFULLY. YOU WILL BE IN IT FOR A LONG TIME. Some churches have been in a religious rut for a long time. Some Christians act like they have been in a rut forever. Someone has said, “The only difference between a rut and a grave is its length, depth, and how long you’re in it.” What is this rut?


The rut for many Christians is subtle slippage from Kingdom culture. It is quiet, subtle, and often escapes notice. It is like slowly changing temperature. Your spirituality cools, and your church cools to the cause of Christ, one degree at a time. The church veers off its course, one person, one idea, and one activity at a time. It is a slow drift, but it is deadly.


We are warm in the bed of salvation by grace through faith. We’ve got that nailed! We know we need forgiveness. Our faith is in the Savior who died on the cross for our sins. Our salvation is secure. It is so easy for us to take on the aura of a spiritual country club. To those who don’t yet know Jesus, we are an odd group that occasionally invites others to come to our building, eat spaghetti, and donate to a youth mission trip.


RECAPTURING KINGDOM


The idea of recapturing Kingdom culture hits like a cold slap in the face. “Are you telling me I am off base, that our church is less productive? How dare you! We’ve always done it that way. We have a nice church. The people are friendly. We do nice things for the poor. Part of our budget goes to missions.” Yet, you know, in spite of it all, your church may be stalled, aging, and struggling to reach the next generation. You can feel it: more empty seats and less money. On the other hand, your church may be functioning in a way that seems strong, yet the ability to reach non-Christians is far below your potential, and you know it.


Could Kingdom culture really change that? It takes a leap of faith. Why do you think Jesus spent so much time embedding Kingdom DNA in His disciples? Kingdom DNA is the identity imprint of the King. Jesus knows a thriving church is fueled by Kingdom culture. Yes, Jesus came to save the world. He also built an army that breathes air that is out of this world. It is the atmosphere of Kingdom culture. Jesus said it is like yeast in bread. You can’t see it, but it changes everything!14




• Values: What we consider important


• Beliefs: What we demonstrate we believe is true


• Attitudes: How we position our lives before God


• Priorities: What we always do first


• Worldviews: The way we see the world and the way it works





This culture is spiritual DNA. It represents our values—what we identify as important. It includes our beliefs—what we demonstrate we believe is true. It reflects our attitudes—the way we position our lives before God. It reveals our priorities—what we will consistently, always, do first. It mirrors our worldviews—the way we see the world and the way the world works.


Kingdom culture is so vital to thriving Christianity; Jesus spent most of His ministry pouring it into His disciples. Who would think that focusing most of His attention on a few disciples would launch the greatest movement in history? Who would believe that a few people imprinted with Kingdom DNA could change the world? Who would have ever thought it would last for centuries, change civilizations, and turn around lives by the billions?


Jesus told stories about this culture. He taught through those stories. He made a contrast between this Kingdom and the kingdom of the world, even the world of religious people. Jesus demonstrated Kingdom culture. He fed the hungry. He forgave the guilty. He healed the crippled and cleansed the lepers. He walked on water. He cast out demons. He taught; His disciples learned. He demonstrated; they experienced it. In the process, they caught it. They weren’t just people who knew content. They weren’t followers obsessed with doing. They became different people. Then Jesus said, “Whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these.”15 Really? Is that you? Is that your church? Do you think He was joking? Do you think He meant it only for them? Honestly, many Christians and their churches act like it!


In the Lord’s Prayer, we pray that we want God’s will to be done on earth, in our lives, and in our churches, just like it is done in heaven.16 Our drift from Kingdom culture makes these words empty. We forget that inside the will of God, there is no failure. We forget that outside the will of God, there is no success. We have drifted.


TIME TO CHANGE


Christians everywhere are beginning to sense that it is time, or past time, to change. It is time to do what Jesus says works—as crazy as it looks, as strange as it sounds. It is time to become who Jesus called us to be. It is late, but not too late. It takes guts to leave ruts. It takes faith to believe that through focus on Kingdom culture, God will transform Christ-followers. It takes a leap of faith to believe God will develop thriving people who become thriving churches. This did work, you know, in the first century. It has worked, you know, in many places around the world where great moves of God, revivals, have taken place. Can it work now? Can it work for you?


It was a great leap of faith for the disciples to hang out with Jesus for three years. It took faith to listen to all His stories. It took faith to live in Kingdom culture. Yet the disciples knew. They knew Jesus “taught with real authority—quite unlike their teachers of religious law.”17 There is power in His Kingdom teaching. There is power in Kingdom atmosphere. Kingdom culture changes everything. I wonder if they wondered—I wonder if you wonder—is the power in the teacher or in what He taught? The answer is both!


Starting a movement with twelve ordinary guys seems risky. It demonstrates that Kingdom culture makes a difference. It shows that God’s people change. The early church thrived, in every dimension of the definition. The early church prospered. It flourished. It was successful. Your church can be thriving today, centuries later. It can begin with you and spread to others. Oswald Chambers in his book My Utmost for His Highest makes the following point:




When looking back on the lives of men and women of God, the tendency is to say, “What wonderfully keen and intelligent wisdom they had, and how perfectly they understood all that God wanted!” But the keen and intelligent mind behind them was the mind of God, not human wisdom at all. We give credit to human wisdom when we should give credit to the divine guidance of God being exhibited through childlike people who were “foolish” enough to trust God’s wisdom and His supernatural equipment.18





The church spread to Galatia, Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome. As Christians came together, they formed churches. These churches had impact. The movement multiplied. Then it happened. During the brief history of the New Testament church, they drifted. They wandered, subconsciously, from Kingdom culture. How do we know? The apostles wrote letters to correct the drift. God wanted those early churches to thrive. Read the New Testament letters through the lens of Kingdom drift. You will see the importance of values, beliefs, attitudes, priorities, and worldviews.




Wherever Christianity is flourishing and churches are thriving, you see ordinary people living out the culture of the King.





Wherever Christianity is flourishing and churches are thriving, ordinary people are living out the culture of the King. My friend Ben Manthei wrote an outstanding book, In His Majesty’s Service. Ben says, “Success is the reward you gain from being very good at what you do. Significance is using your success to make a difference for eternity. True significance is not what you do for God, but your ability to allow God to accomplish His goals through you.”19 That is Kingdom culture.


God wants to restore that culture in you and in your church. Kingdom culture in you empowers the church to thrive and influence the world. It is an inside job, inside each of us. It restores us to the mission of the Great Commission. Gerhard Knutson wrote the book Ministry to Inactives. In that book, Knutson says,




One of the tragedies of the modern church is the way in which the gospel has been used as an internal balm, comforting the faithful. We hardly recognize the gospel as the power to energize the church to live with faith. We have many comfortable Christians, but few courageous Christians. We have seen the church as the fortress and protector. Seldom have we seen the church as a launching pad, the base camp for witness and ministry in the world.20





Kingdom culture brings a courageous mission to life in your church.


Courageous missionaries ignite courageous mission. For this to occur, you have a choice, and it’s a big one. Do you really believe Jesus builds His church? Many Christians are ready to see God renew the church and bring life back again. They have watched the church decline for too long. They have unrest in their gut. They can’t shake the vision that God could use their church more powerfully. They are people with holy desperation. Someone said, “If you do desperation right, you get inspiration out of it.”


Before you read further, turn to the back and take the short self-reflection survey in Appendix I. See if you score at the high end of holy discontent. If you don’t, you may not be ready. It might be better to wait, pray, and study Scripture. Listen to God speak and breathe Kingdom atmosphere into your life.


Those with holy discontent and spiritual restlessness are “early adopters” in the move of God to restore His church. They are fertile soil for Kingdom culture. They represent a golden moment, an opportunity for breakthrough. It is the atmosphere for spiritual health. Healthy Christianity ignites holy infection. Healthy churches thrive! God will refresh Kingdom culture in you and in others. The Holy Spirit will reignite your church.


How is your trust in God? Can you embrace Kingdom culture? Do you believe the Lord of the church will embed Kingdom DNA in you? Can you trust God to transform you into a healthy citizen of the Kingdom? Can you fathom that He will, literally, build His church in you and through you?


God is already doing this. The church is growing like wildfire in various areas of the world. His holy fire is springing up in places throughout Europe and in North America. Some call this revival. David Shibley says, “The purpose of revival is to fire the church with divine energy for her divine assignment.”21 As Christians, sometimes we look backward and get fixated on “the good ole days.” We cling to familiar styles like a drowning person grasps at straws. Our focus is toward yesterday. However, God is a God of hope. He restores our strength and we “will soar high on wings like eagles.”22 When there is no faith in the future, there is no power in the present. Our trust is in Christ, “who is able, through his mighty power at work within us, to accomplish infinitely more than we might ask or think.”23 If you are willing to grasp Kingdom culture, you are about to experience the dawning of a new day.


Mark Hall of the Christian music group Casting Crowns and Matthew West wrote the song “Thrive” in 2013. In that song, they share these words:




We know we were made for so much more than ordinary lives.


It’s time for us to more than just survive—we were made to thrive.24





LOOKING AHEAD


Chapter two presents what, for many, is a breakthrough thought: Your spiritual health fits God’s view of church more than your efforts. If all you do is weighed against who you become, your spiritual health is the most important element in Kingdom culture.


Chapter three expands on this theme. The Kingdom of God is not about what you do but about who you are and who you become. Much of Christianity is focused on what you do. Churches are piled high with programs. Christians strongly committed to their church and God’s Kingdom are most often on the brink of burnout. The subtle implication is: The harder you work, the more your church will grow. This is mission-directed works righteousness.


Chapter four explores the unlikely, counterintuitive, unnatural approach Jesus used to launch the most successful movement in history. Jesus focused most of His attention on developing Kingdom DNA in a small group of people. As strange as this feels to human beings, the development of Kingdom culture works. Most active Christians have heard the stories beginning with the words, “The Kingdom of God is like…” yet many have not embraced this culture.


Chapters five through eleven focus on seven strategies that remove Kingdom culture drift. These issues have been identified through forty years of consulting almost two thousand churches. These challenges act as ceilings to the health, vitality, and growth of Christians, their churches, and the Christian movement. These Kingdom culture issues are not on the radar for many Christians or their church leaders. You will discover that these ceilings sound familiar. If you know much about the Bible, you will recognize their power to derail the effectiveness of anyone who is serious about Jesus’ Great Commission to make disciples. You will even wonder, “Why do we do what we do? How did we get here?” Breaking through these ceilings will liberate you and your church to join Jesus in His Kingdom work. Spiritual breakthrough allows Christians to impact their world.


Chapter twelve shows how to change your lifestyle and your church. It will speak about breakthrough through change, the way Jesus intended. It is the movement approach. It is at the heart of every revival in history. It is how God moves! He wants to move in you and in your church!















CHAPTER TWO



Health Wins



It [the Kingdom of God] is a Kingdom of obedience to God’s will as made known by Jesus, a Kingdom where God is truly made known, accepted as Lord, and obeyed.


—Floyd V. Filson1




For four decades, Church Doctor Ministries has been singularly focused on helping Christians become more effective, “to disciple people in all nations.”2 As a ministry, we were formed on the presupposition that for Christians, Jesus’ last commission should be our first concern.


What we have learned comes from a long journey of working with hundreds of churches in North America. We have also taught church leaders on six continents, equipping them to be more effective for growing God’s Kingdom. This has often placed us in the environment of major revivals. Our definition of a revival is “such exponential expansion of new believers that it is humanly unexplainable—impossible to point to any cause-and-effect program or strategic approach.” The exponential growth of the Kingdom and rapid multiplication of churches is undeniably a move of God. As we’ve taught these Christians on several continents, we have also learned. We’ve experienced spiritual health. We have begun to see the power of Kingdom culture.


While the spark of revival is undeniably the work of the Holy Spirit, there is a definite and fertile climate among Christians. The best way to describe it is spiritual health. When the spiritual health of God’s people is strong, God moves through His people less hindered. Roadblocks or ceilings dissolve. From the human perspective, we have concluded that for Great Commission effectiveness, nothing beats healthy churches. This implies spiritually healthy people. We have also come to understand that this health is directly connected to a culture. It is an issue of who we are, spiritually. It is the culture of Jesus, the King of the universe. It is the culture Jesus taught when He spoke about the Kingdom of God. It is the atmosphere for harvest.



While the spark of revival is undeniably the work of the Holy Spirit, there is a definite and fertile climate among Christians.





Church Doctor Ministries consults churches looking for help. In the process, we have participated in one-on-one personal and confidential interviews with 5,500 Christians. We have gathered data from 75,000 anonymous surveys analyzing various areas of spiritual DNA. The result includes great insights into how Christians think about their churches, representing sixty-five denominations, fellowships, nondenominational churches, and associations. In 2006, we began to learn something new. We began to see spiritual breakthrough signs we had not seen before in North America. We began to hear Christians share their holy discontent. Increasingly, some of these interviews demonstrated a spiritual restlessness. A common thread among those who shared their feelings included, “I just can’t shake the feeling. I love my church. I’m a loyal member. I’m not considering another church. I’m here to stay. But I just can’t stop thinking that our church should be reaching more people.”


Meanwhile, we began looking at God’s movement anywhere in the world from the perspective of the men of Issachar. In 1 Chronicles 12:32, the Bible says, “… Issachar men had understanding of the times to know what Israel ought to do.”3 We call this observational approach “God watching.” We began to look for where God is blessing and moving. Our journey led us to what God is doing among some Christians in England. We have been particularly fascinated with the recent history of St. Thomas Crookes in Sheffield, led by Mick Woodhead.


The Sheffield congregation caught our attention for several reasons. It is a good case study for the following reasons: (1) It is an older church. (2) The facilities were worn, and the building looked ancient. (They have since renovated and added new facilities.) (3) The church declined in membership through an organized split with the purpose of planting a new congregation in a different area of Sheffield. (4) The church was left as a shadow of its former self, with most of the top givers, key leaders, and almost all of the younger people leaving for the new church plant. This profile of fewer members, limited finances, and almost no younger people resonates well with many plateaued or declining churches in North America.


Today, STC (as they call it) reflects what God is doing among many churches around England. God has changed this church from decline into a strong, healthy, and growing congregation, with many enthusiastic young adults. STC is an excellent model of how God develops spiritual health and vitality leading to effective disciple-making. We take groups of Christians to England each year. Why? Kingdom atmosphere—culture—is caught more easily than taught. Like any revival, it is contagious. It is a Jesus epidemic.


We have learned much from Mick Woodhead and his staff team, as well as others who are spiritually thriving in the movement occurring in England. We have studied closely the work of Holy Trinity Brompton in London, under the senior leadership of Nicky Gumbel. Nicky expanded and made popular the Alpha course, an outreach tool for inquiring unbelievers used throughout the world. Alpha has become a vehicle to reach tens of millions of people. We have grown from those who lead Worship Central, the worship and music arm of Holy Trinity Brompton. (Worship Central has now moved to Birmingham, England.) We have gained insights from what Holy Trinity calls “desperation church planting.” The Vineyard Movement also has a church planting effort in London. Overseas, Holy Trinity Brompton multiplied a new church plant in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, a technically Muslim country. This church plant grew from twenty-five to five hundred in worship in six months! Contagious Christians almost anywhere can transplant the contagious spirit of health.


We have also grown in our understanding of how God works through our relationship with the Message Trust in Manchester, England, led by Andy Hawthorne. This ministry has been able to reach the “least and the lost” in difficult inner-city environments. Manchester, the site of the Industrial Revolution, has suffered from urban disintegration for decades. The incredible work of God through the Message Trust has been a fascinating learning experience. We have been inspired by the work of Anthony Delaney, leader of the Ivy Church in Manchester. This church has developed organic leadership and spontaneous multiplication of church starts, transforming the Ivy Church into a network of congregations. The Ivy Church demonstrates strong focus on making disciples throughout the Manchester area.


Another contribution to our breakthrough understanding of how God is working in the twenty-first century comes from our relationship with Peter Brierley, leader of Brierley Consultancy in Kent, England.4 Peter has worked as a diagnostician for the Lausanne Movement for world evangelization, founded by Billy Graham. Peter has worked extensively on the cause-and-effect growth of the Kingdom throughout the world. All of this exposure has helped us in our growth and understanding of church health and vitality.

WHY ENGLAND?


Have you visited the beautiful cathedrals of Europe? They are marvelous. Clearly, at some time in history, people were greatly excited about Christianity. They built amazing places for worship. Today, these symbols of faith are primarily tourist attractions. On Sunday mornings, you might see a handful of elderly people faithful in worship. Most often, the crowd consists of tourists with cameras. The European cathedral, as a symbol of Christianity, has become a relic of history. Decades ago, we conducted research on the streets of Paris, Cologne, Brussels, and London. We positioned ourselves within view of a cathedral. We watched for twentysomethings who would know English.


“Hello.” They were attracted to our American accent. “Can you tell me, what is that big building over there? What happens there?” The responses were similar almost everywhere. You might call it “irrelevant laughter.” “That’s a church. A few old people go there, but for us, it means nothing. It is a place for tourists.”


“Does church have anything meaningful to say for your life?” we asked.


“Are you kidding? The church has no impact on our society at all. It is just something from the past.”


Christianity can flourish, and it can wane. It can also disappear. In AD 400, one of the strongholds of Christianity was a northern African city by the name of Hippo. The bishop of that city, Augustine, became well known. St. Augustine wrote two historically influential books, The City of God and Confessions. Hippo was a flourishing area of Christianity with influence over the entire Mediterranean Christian movement. Today, that area of Africa is almost 100 percent Muslim. Times can change spirituality!


Today, hot spots of spiritual resurgence are occurring in many places around Europe. We focus on England because the culture is somewhat similar to North American culture. They speak a brand of English, like most North Americans. Their churches have flourished, then waned, and now there are a growing number of congregations in a variety of movements experiencing vitality.


North American Christians are experiencing a landslide of secularization. Many churches are spiritually anemic. Entire denominational movements are sounding alarms. God is getting our attention. England is a valuable classroom to get a snapshot of hope and a glimpse of how God works to turn around aging, plateaued, and declining churches.


North America, in the spiritual cycle, often follows behind Europe in general and England in particular. Canada is about ten to fifteen years behind England. The United States is about twenty years behind England in the spiritual trend. Following several indicators of secularization, the symbols of downturn in North America occur in much the same way as in England, but several years later.


The early signs of awakening are visible. We define an awakening as a “spiritual wake-up call” among Christians. An awakening in churches often precedes a revival in the land. The ability to forecast how God might be moving gives Christians a window of opportunity to prepare. Every year, since our first visit to England, Church Doctor Ministries has taken Christians to England so they can experience a classroom of God’s possible future activity here in North America. We believe it is time for churches to get ready for what God may be doing next. Are you ready?


How? How do you get ready? The response is surprising, counterintuitive, and for most, outside their historical worldview. By nature, we human beings want to do something. It is, literally, a leap of faith to discover that it is more about being and becoming. Do you want to be used by God? Would you like to help bring about a spiritual move of God, as God moves through you? It’s all about becoming spiritually healthy. Healthy Christians make healthy churches. Healthy churches thrive! Church health comes from recapturing Kingdom culture—the culture of King Jesus. It is not a program. It is a spiritual environment, a way of life. It is the air you breathe.


A UNIQUE COLLABORATION


In 2007, we began to field-test the concept of health and vitality as a key ingredient for effective disciple-making and growth of the church. We connected with Thrivent, a unique Fortune 500 company dealing in financial instruments such as insurance and wealth management. Thrivent is the only Fortune 500 company designed as a fraternal organization.5 They are a company of Christians, and they give back financially to churches, ministries, and communities.




By nature, we human beings want to do something. It is, literally, a leap of faith to discover that it is more about being and becoming.





In 2007, we made a proposal for a grant from the Thrivent Foundation. In the process, Thrivent leaders insisted we develop metrics—measurements of churches making progress toward health and vitality. In the consultation ministry at Church Doctor, we have used diagnostic tools for years. We use anonymous surveys to collect data on the churches we serve. The information we gather includes (1) demographics (who attends, what age, educational background, etc.), (2) attitudes, and (3) activities.6 The idea of measuring results of our work with churches, however, seemed to be challenging and, at first, to be unbiblical. I challenged the leaders of Thrivent: “You can’t measure the faith in a person’s heart.” They continued to press until we realized that there is something measurable—the fruit of faith.


Oswald Chambers wrote in his classic My Utmost for His Highest, “The bearing of fruit is always shown in Scripture to be the visible result of an intimate relationship with Jesus.”7 This, for us, was a significant breakthrough. Think about it: How many ministries actually measure the results of what they do? We began to measure the spiritual fruit among those in congregations served by Church Doctor Ministries. We asked everyone in the churches to complete anonymous surveys before our work began. We then measured the same elements six months later. Some of the results will be referenced in this book. A snapshot of “core categories” of spiritual fruit is located in Appendix II.


This challenge by Thrivent resulted in a breakthrough. We field-tested our work with numerous churches located across the United States. They reflected various denominations, as well as several independent churches. They were congregations of all sizes, in a variety of settings—urban, suburban, and rural. This field testing has continued for ten years and will continue in the future. The results demonstrated a reality that challenges most Christians. Increased mission and ministry results are not attached to a program. Results are tied to individual spiritual growth of Christians in the church.


It takes time to grow an apple tree. Spiritual fruit comes from spiritual growth. It takes more time than most church leaders invest in the spiritual development of congregants. It takes more time than most individuals invest in themselves. It takes time to develop the culture of Jesus’ Kingdom among Christians, and there are no shortcuts. A healthy apple tree must mature before it bears fruit.



IT’S NOT ABOUT GIMMICKS AND GADGETS


Jesus spoke harvest language. Some talk about programs. Others look for a quick fix and slap on a bandage. Many tend to act like the church is an organization. Jesus calls it a living organism. It is quite complex.


My friend Walt Kallestad recently shared with me a parable that describes this challenge:




Organisms are to organizations what a horse is to the cart. Many churches “put the cart before the horse,” building facilities and programs.… It’s not the cart that will get things moving—it’s the horse that provides the power to move the cart. We need to feed and care for the horse, but instead our energy goes into the cart, so the horse ends up too weak to pull the cart.… Even a healthy horse will weaken and die if it is not properly cared for and nourished. Granted, a cart is much easier to take care of. We can paint it, decorate it in any way we want, show it off to our friends. Horses sometimes wander off on their own and don’t always respond like we want. So that’s why so many leaders in the church choose to build carts and ignore the horses. Maybe the question we need to ask ourselves is, “What good is the cart when the horse is dead?”





Is your church a cart before the horse, a cart that is becoming an empty, or almost empty, storage container? Is it useless? Christian leaders focus on getting people involved. This reflects a bias toward doing something, not being someone. This is a radical game-changer for the local church. It takes faith to believe that if Christians become more like citizens of the Kingdom, it will further the cause of Christ more than all the other efforts and all the programs.


Think about it. Many of those involved in churches are on the brink of burnout, and many of those churches are declining. Many have little spiritual impact on their communities. What is the response? Get more people busy in the work of the church. It is a huge leap of faith to say, “Stop most of the doing. Let’s focus on spiritual growth and spiritual health. Let’s identify where our church has drifted into secular values, nonbiblical beliefs, worldly attitudes, human priorities, and detrimental worldviews. Let’s focus on realigning with the culture of the King and the Kingdom culture of Jesus.”


In his book Winning on Purpose, John Edmund Kaiser writes, “Faithfulness is not complete without fruitfulness.”8 Growth in faithfulness produces growth in fruit—results. “But,” you say, “I… we in our church… are faithful to Jesus. We believe in Jesus wholeheartedly for salvation. He is the only way to heaven.” Yes, that is an important part of faithfulness. What about fruitfulness? Can you grow that? The answer is “Yes, you can!” How? By growing in faithfulness to Kingdom culture!


In the following chapters, you will discover just how far most churches and most Christians have drifted from Kingdom culture. You will learn how, through Kingdom culture, God produces Kingdom results. He does this by working through people like you. Making disciples is an inside job, long before it becomes an outside reality. The growth of your church begins with Kingdom growth on the inside of each member, inside of you. This is the climate, the atmosphere, for an abundant harvest. This is how churches thrive.


KINGDOM DNA


Look at Scripture from the perspective of spiritual health. Focus on the teaching of Jesus. See how often His teaching begins with, “The Kingdom of God is like…” Most Christians have read this. It is frequently taught and preached. However, few churches live it, as you will discover. When they do, it makes all the difference. That is why Jesus focused on Kingdom culture. That was His investment in His disciples. That was the power behind the beginning of the Christian movement. It is the air you breathe. It shapes everything you do because it directs and reflects who you are.


This may be a new focus for you. It was for me, too. I was attracted to the Church Growth Movement early in my career. It has been my passion to reach lost people for Jesus Christ. I became the pastor of a church struggling to reach those who were not yet Christ-followers in our community. I resonated with Church Growth leaders. Why? They were focused on making disciples!


Church Growth principles—principles of mission strategy—empowered those in the churches I served in Detroit and later in northeast Indiana. How did Church Growth thinking help? It was not through programs. Church growth is not about gimmicks and gadgets. Both of these churches grew substantially. However, they grew through the slow, patient, consistent building of Kingdom culture. They grew by breathing Kingdom atmosphere.




The concept of building Kingdom culture into the lives of others is a transformational experience. It changes everything.





The value of church health is a breakthrough revolution. The concept of building Kingdom culture into the lives of others is a transformational experience. It changes everything. It changes people. It changes churches. Those churches influence their communities and change society. Kingdom culture will change you. You will then be used by God to change the world. Doesn’t that make sense?


Do you remember? The Scripture calls the community of believers (the church) the body of Christ. It is a living organism, like your human body. Think of your church, and consider some of the realities of medicine. My friend Paul Stratton reminded me that some issues could be on the outside, or topical. However, life-threatening issues, like cancer, must be treated on the inside, or systemically. If you can grasp that many churches, as well as some whole societies, are “life-threatened,” you will benefit more from this book. Jesus said His Kingdom brings life, and you may “have it abundantly.”9 This is a life-or-death matter, in the spiritual sense.


The genius leader Jesus started this movement. There is no question about it; Jesus is the Son of God. Jesus is the Savior of the world. Most Christians get that. What many don’t appreciate enough is that Jesus was a genius about developing a movement. How would you start a movement like Christianity?


As we read the Gospels, we recognize familiar stories. Some of us have heard them from childhood. Yet, many have missed the movement meaning. How do you move the Christian movement? How did Jesus move the movement? Jesus invested most of His ministry effort into cultivating Kingdom culture. He did this through teaching, “The Kingdom of God is like…” This meant, repeatedly, “The Kingdom of God is not like the world around you.” Jesus taught it, but He also demonstrated it. Further, He empowered His followers to practice it. They got it. They did it. The New Testament church exploded with growth. Today, many have forgotten it. Paul Pierson in his book The Dynamics of Christian Mission states: “We never see significant mission breakthroughs, new mission movements, without renewal.”10


When people get it, the movement moves, still today. The result is the greatest, longest-lasting movement on the planet. According to David Bryant in his book The Hope at Hand, the church today is eighty-three million times larger than when it first began.11 The outward movement of the gospel is the largest continually sustained endeavor in the history of humankind. This Kingdom DNA works miracles through people who get it.


In the human body, DNA uniquely shapes the organism. John Medina is a genetic engineer at the University of Washington. He reports that 1.8 meters of DNA are folded into each cell nucleus. It is like putting thirty miles of fishing line into a cherry pit! To write out the information in one cell would take 300 volumes, each 500 pages thick. The DNA in one person, if stretched out, would circle the sun 260 times.


This is the incredible power of DNA. If an adult rides a bike for one hour at ten miles per hour, it uses the amount of energy contained in three ounces of carbohydrate. If a car were this efficient with gasoline, it would get nine hundred miles to the gallon! This is the power of Kingdom DNA in the Christian movement and in the local church. Kingdom DNA fuels the Christian movement. This is why Jesus poured His life into a few for so long. He focused on Kingdom culture, expecting enormous results. We should do the same. This is the key to the Christian movement in your church. Do I have your attention? Can Jesus get your attention?


It is not about another program. It is about a holy infusion, an otherworldly operating system. It produces a holy infection that begins a Jesus epidemic. The teaching of epidemiology should be required for every Christian. Christianity does not spread through sermons, Bible classes, programs, and activities. It spreads relationally, through contagious Christians—carriers of Kingdom DNA. It determines who they are and when they interact with everyone else. The sermons, Bible classes, programs, and activities for spiritual growth nurture the journey. Nevertheless, the growth of the movement is when one follower of Jesus with holy infection infects another. It happens through relationships. It occurs when you are up close and personal with other people. This is the way the movement moves.




It is not about another program. It is about a holy infusion, an otherworldly operating system.





Jesus, the Savior of the world and genius of the movement mentality, designed an approach that, literally, could touch everyone in the world. That’s the point about “making disciples of all nations”12 and being witnesses “to the ends of the earth.”13 What did you think, that Jesus would promote an impossible cause? The centerpiece of Jesus’ movement is the dynamic of geometric progression. Think of this explosive growth as the dynamic of compound interest.


When Kingdom DNA is unleashed, a church begins to experience exponential explosion. This is not growth by addition. The Kingdom emphasis is on geometric progression—a movement to reach the world. When geometric progression occurs, it is called a revival. If you have never experienced a revival, I understand. This exponential growth may be foreign to you. If you have experienced a revival, as I have, this will begin to make sense.




When Kingdom DNA is unleashed, a church begins to experience exponential explosion.… The Kingdom emphasis is on geometric progression—a movement to reach the world.





This type of growth moves through a transformational stage. Malcolm Gladwell calls it a “tipping point.” Gladwell provides a graphic example. This ought to get your mission juices going: “I give you a large piece of paper, and I ask you to fold it over once, and then take that folded paper and fold it over again, and then again, and again, until you have refolded the original paper fifty times. How tall do you think the final stack is going to be?… As thick as a phone book or… as tall as a refrigerator? The real answer is that the height of the stack would approximate the distance to the sun. And if you folded it over one more time, the stack would be as high as the distance to the sun and back.”14


Think about your own church. Think about so many churches. We are fixated on bringing someone to church. This attractional model makes the organization the agent of impact. That may be the culture of the local movie theater or your favorite restaurant. It is not the intended culture of your church.


The local church is a holy infectious center. Christians get spiritually reinfected every seven days. It is also the source for strategy: Every seven days, you learn how to get better at infecting others. It is the environment to catch Kingdom culture. You are equipped to grow infectious DNA in those you are discipling.


Christians in a church are not merely students of the Bible. They are not simply an audience for the preacher. They are not just a fund-raising team for the institution. Christians are carriers of the holy infection to their social networks. This is how geometric progression increases, not by adding more staff.


How do you define the primary mission field of your church? The boundaries of your city? A geographic circle of five miles around your church facility on a map? Kingdom culture redefines your primary mission field. It is the sum total of the unchurched people in the social networks of everyone in your church. Ask those in your church to list them, and then count them. You will be surprised and amazed at the size of this huge mission field. It is only one relationship away. This is your primary harvest field. It is where you find the “low-hanging fruit,” the closest harvest. This works in a church with Kingdom DNA. Healthy churches thrive!



KINGDOM CULTURE DRIFT


Why does this seem so radically different from the culture of so many Christians? It is not a deliberate, massive shift. Kingdom culture drift is a condition challenging every believer from the very beginning. It is not as if Christ-followers say, “We will ignore the culture of the Kingdom.” It is more subtle. It is like being in a boat and the current slowly moves you toward the rocks. We live in a secular stream. The current is strong. Guess what? It has always been strong. Look at what the apostle wrote in 1 Peter 4:1: “Since Jesus went through everything you’re going through and more, learn to think like Him. Think of your sufferings as a weaning from that old sinful habit of always expecting to get your own way. Then you’ll be able to live out your days free to pursue what God wants instead of being tyrannized by what you want.”15 Have you ever visited Animal Kingdom at Walt Disney World? One of the central features is the Tree of Life. It is beautiful from a distance. When you get up close, you discover it is lifeless. It is a fake! There is no way that tree could produce fruit. How ironic that it is called the “Tree of Life”!




We live in a secular stream, and the current is strong.





How ironic that we call our gatherings “the church” but there is so little fruit. Many churches are unproductive at making disciples. Scripture reads, “Every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.”16


Robert Heidler, contributing to the book Freedom from the Religious Spirit by C. Peter Wagner, writes: “The Pharisees looked good. Their lives were the outward picture of perfection, but Jesus saw them as whitewashed tombs—beautiful on the outside, but dead on the inside (see Matthew 23:27).… There are two ways to get an apple tree: One comes from human effort. The other grows from an inner principle of life. But only one is real.”17


You can be spiritual, or you can be religious. Being religious is like saying you can build your own apple tree. It’s all about doing—doing the right things, saying the right words, following the right rituals, and having the right look. These are what might be called the smart elements of Christianity. They are programmatic: They can be programmed. Health—spiritual health—is a very different matter. Spiritual health develops from Kingdom culture and is driven by spiritual DNA. This is the centerpiece of the movement started by Jesus Christ.


Kingdom culture is countercultural to secular culture. Jesus made it clear, “My Kingdom is not from this world.”18 In John 8, some Jewish authorities were confused about Jesus’ teaching. He was speaking about His connection with His Father and the upcoming crucifixion. Jesus responded in verse 23: “He said to them, ‘You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world.’”19 The Message version reads: “You’re tied down to the mundane; I’m in touch with what is beyond your horizons. You live in terms of what you see and touch. I’m living on other terms. I told you that you were missing God in all this. You’re at a dead end.”20 This was hard for religious people to hear. It still is!


As church consultants, we see this in many congregations. Some try to operate from a worldly culture. They seem unclear about this very different Kingdom culture. They try to operate the church religiously. They are believers, but they use worldly strategies. The church becomes ineffective, especially in the dimension of mission. It is miraculous that He who is not of this world leads the church. It is disastrous that many are not following. As you align with Him and His Kingdom culture, you become unhindered by worldly approaches that roadblock spiritual health and diminish impact on our world.


Are you caught in a religious rut, in a church that unknowingly operates contrary to Scripture? Many churches nominate and elect anyone willing to serve to a position of leadership. They also look for volunteers, which is a completely secular notion. Consequently, some are spiritually unqualified for a position of influence. This causes havoc in many churches. (You will read more about this in chapters six and eleven.)


Titus was a young leader serving those in Crete, a people group known for their rowdy behavior. In his letter to Titus, Paul instructs him to choose the right people for leadership. Paul’s instructions represent a guide to choose people who reflect Kingdom culture—the values, beliefs, attitudes, priorities, and worldviews Jesus taught and modeled. When Jesus declared, “My Kingdom is not of this world,” this was not intended to be casual information. This is transformational. As a Christian, you operate differently. As a church, you are a community far different than this world. Does that sound like your church?


Secular culture constantly seeps into the church. Every church, every day, experiences Kingdom culture leak. Every Christian, every day, is bombarded by secular values, beliefs, attitudes, priorities, and worldviews. You are in a cosmic battle of eternal proportions. This makes or breaks your effectiveness for mission. This propels or stalls your church.


In the New Testament, several letters are written to different Christian communities. Read them closely and you will discover that these Christians, even in the early days of the movement, were challenged by Kingdom drift. Read these letters through this lens, and you will see the apostles doing what apostles are called to do: Bring believers back from secular drift so their churches return to effective disciple-making.


SMART AND HEALTHY


As we have worked to develop ways to help churches thrive, we have identified a unique approach, which is: What matters most is spiritual health.21 If Christians are spiritually healthy, they will figure out whatever other challenges they face. By 2012, we already had put this effort into practice in several churches and began seeing results. In that same year, business consultant Patrick Lencioni published the best-selling book The Advantage: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else in Business.22


Though Lencioni is a great Christian thinker, his book, as the title reflects, is primarily focused on the business world. However, The Advantage independently affirmed what we were rediscovering about the church. Lencioni is right—health beats smart. Jesus is right—equipping His disciples in Kingdom culture works. It still works. Most church leaders are fixated on symptom solving with programs. It is a spiritual leap to move to the causative level. Honestly? If you aren’t convinced, don’t even try.




It takes a spiritual leap to move to the causative level. Honestly? If you aren’t convinced, don’t even try.





Your church can have great preaching, excellent leadership, a good location, wonderful facilities, and a knock-your-socks-off worship service, and it still can fall short of the potential for spiritual impact. Your church can have the newest, latest, and greatest programs and still never experience the transformational change that makes disciples for Jesus Christ. A great move of God—one that significantly affects people, communities, and nations—is not a quick fix. It is foundationally spiritual. If God cannot fundamentally change you, He will not change your church.


One pastor recently shared with me, “We’ve had twenty new programs, one every year for the last twenty years. I’m known as ‘the program pastor.’ However, our church is essentially no different than it was twenty years ago.” What happens when Christians, like you, work so hard but your church does not improve or experience transformation? It drains the hope right out of you!
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