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  PREFACE




  Anyone who is to find Christ must first find the church. How could anyone know where Christ is and what faith is in him unless he knew where his believers are?




  —Martin Luther




  Churches all over our nation are dying. Each week, thousands of Christians walk away from churches and hundreds of church buildings are shuttered, while others cling to life. “Every year more than 4000 churches close their doors compared to just over 1000 new church starts . . . Every year 2.7 million church members fall into inactivity” (Dr. Richard J. Krejcir, Schaeffer Institute, http://www.truespirituality.org). At the same time, some church-planting networks proclaim that new church starts outnumber closures. It’s a tumultuous time for the bride of Christ. While it may be tempting to ignore these shifts, the future of the church is too important for us to look away. After all, Christ died for the church. If it meant that much to God, how can we ignore what is happening—and what might happen soon—to the church?




  An avalanche of books, articles, sermons, and lectures about change have buried the average church. Many of these well-intended efforts seem to have a “blame the victim” mindset that only discourages the discouraged. No church can simply wake up one day and be completely different, especially after years or centuries of entrenchment and tradition. It’s like blaming an addict for not changing on their own. A congregation that recognizes the need for change may not be sure how to change, or even what to change into!




  This book is about both the process and the goal of change. How does a congregation determine what it wants to be? How do churched people understand a growing nonchurch culture? What should change, and what can stay the same? What is the cost of transformation? Any congregation that chooses to change for the sake of God’s kingdom can expect challenges and opportunities for growth in equal measure.




  Change isn’t easy. In fact, it’s probably the most painful process a church can undergo. But the towering waves of uncertainty and fear don’t have to drown us—they may simply be an opportunity for Jesus to stand at the helm of our church and shout, “Quiet! Be still!” as he rebukes the wind and calls us to faith. (See also Matthew 8:26 and James 1:6.)




  Is your church dying? Take a deep breath, and take hope: the Giver of Life has designed you for change. There is life ahead.
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  CONSIDERING CHANGE




  Churches simply cannot make significant changes and keep all of their people pleased. Not everyone is pleased now.




  —Michael Emerson and Christian Smith




  Change Happens




  Sometimes change happens to us, and sometimes we cause it, but either way we have to deal with it.




  Many of us are reluctant to choose change, especially if we are in traditional churches that have experienced past days of growth and glory. But even though we can’t control whether change comes, “we can choose whether to embrace or resist it. We can choose the kind of changes that advances the kingdom of God into our world, or we can retreat into a subculture that attempts to isolate us from the world” (Stetzer and Rainer, Transformational Church, 2–3).




  Even while our world and country and neighborhoods change, often in a positive direction, thousands of church buildings and congregations continue to fall apart and fail. Pastors and key leaders have moved on to more exciting opportunities, leaving dying churches behind. Yet many of those who remain still long for more, aware of the impending funeral of their church in a few years if something does not happen soon. They are ready to face the challenges of changing churches in a postmodern and increasingly post-Christian nation.




  There are no easy formulas or quick fixes. Real, lasting change is difficult and often painful. There are no guarantees that the process will lead to a renewed or missional church. Yet the journey and effort themselves bring new life to those who are willing to walk toward the kingdom of God. And the alternative is to stay where we are as churches and face our inevitable death.




  Rose-Colored Glasses in a Blizzard




  We humans have an uncanny ability to ignore, distort, and flee reality. It’s hard to see ourselves as we really are. Our lenses are colored by our own experiences, our context, and our hopes—so much so that it’s hard to be sure what we’re really seeing. Paradoxically, we are often ready to defend the status quo in our own lives and in organizations we care deeply about, while at the same time being quick to point out the hypocrisy of others. Consider the following situations that would make us want to scream, “How can you be so out of touch with reality?!”




  •     At a hospital you see a patient, strapped to his oxygen bottle, standing outside the oncology ward and smoking a pack of cigarettes.




  •     At an all-you-can-eat buffet you sit near an obese woman in a wheelchair who is polishing off a second slice of cake after three trips to the food bar.




  •     At the mall you witness the police arresting the teenage daughter of a wealthy friend for shoplifting clothes, and you know she has access to more money than you do.




  Yet as troubling as these images are, when we’re honest with ourselves we know that we can be just as self-destructive and hypocritical—and so can the organizations we care about, like our churches. In fact, some of the very things we cherish the most may be part of the problem, like the cigarettes the cancer patient continues clutching.




  If we are to change graciously and effectively as people and churches—and remember, we are going to change—we must begin by striving to see ourselves and our churches as honestly as possible. We humans are God’s highest creation, made in his image and for his glory, and the church is the body of Christ in the world. That’s why God lovingly calls us to change—because he wants his people and his church to look more and more like him.




  As we change, Christians have the advantage of the Spirit’s power, and we have been given the incredible freedom to openly confess our own condition and thereby begin to change it. Scripture calls this transformation, and the good news is that it is available to every man, woman, and child—and church!—who chooses to enter the process in the power of the Spirit.




  Is It Worth It?




  The truth is that most of us would rather leave things the way they are than choose change. When talking about exercise and dieting, it’s common to hear something like, “I’d rather die happy doing what I want than get on a treadmill and eat salads the rest of my life. Some things are better just left alone!” So it is with many churches. Asking probing questions, modifying hallowed traditions, and refocusing a congregation’s vision can create myriad problems. Without a doubt, choosing to change has built-in cost and risk.




  Many books have been written on “10 easy steps” and “untold secrets” of a successful ministry, but in reality there is no quick and painless process that will lead a church to change successfully. What works in one place fails miserably in another. The one trait found in all leaders of change is the willingness to risk. Pastor Larry Osborne says, “Highly successful leaders ignore conventional wisdom and take chances. What separates a successful risk taker from a bankrupt gambler? I’ve come to believe it’s the ability to distinguish between a prudent risk and a wild-eyed gamble” (Shelley, Empowering Your Church through Creativity and Change, 151).




  Since risk is so, well, risky, Osborne asks five basic questions that a congregation needs to answer in the process of change:




  1.   Who else has done it? (Asking others can minimize risks.)




  2.   How bad can it get? (What could go wrong? Is this the right time?)




  3.   Can I try it on for size? (A trial run can save a heartache.)




  4.   How much leverage do I have? (How much relational capital can I use?)




  5.   How clearly has God spoken? (Has the discernment been strong enough to move?)




  These questions can give us hints and suggestions about what it might be like to finally take the risk and change—a process that has some common principles.




  The Principles of Change




  Change is a unique and complex process, filled with chaos, false expectations, prejudices, and futile efforts to control. Simplistic steps and checklists for implementing change mock the reality of its struggle. Since change is a dynamic process with a local context, what works well in one setting may be a disaster in another. However, there are eight basic principles of change that can help us think about the possibilities of successful transitions, and we’ll look at one in each chapter.




  1.   Change always includes choice (chapter one: “Process”). True change cannot be forced on someone, and having only one choice is no choice at all. There are numerous ways to be and do church. Once the alternatives are seriously considered, the challenge of an agreed course of action follows. Church members need to come to some level of acceptance that guides the ongoing process and own the decision without coercion. A person cannot be forced to go on a diet or begin to exercise regularly. No matter how hard we try, we cannot make another person change. Love involves freedom, even if there is resistance or rejection. The unique members of each church must choose how to navigate the rough waters of change and transformation.




  2.   Change is built on reality (chapter two: “Presuppositions”). One of the hardest parts of the process of change is being willing to admit the facts, rather than clinging to what we wish was happening or what used to happen. If what is currently happening is not working, continuing the same course of action or behavior will be fruitless. Whether unmet budgets, declining membership, or the reality of congregational frustration and apathy, there comes a point when significant numbers of members must openly admit that the church is in trouble. While Band-Aid attempts to address these issues may have been tried, the reality is that fundamental changes need to be made. If a majority of the congregation still believes that simply improving the various components of church life will turn the church around, it is likely not ready for the challenges of genuine change.




  3.   Change is built on purpose (chapter three: “Purpose”). Change must be undertaken for the right reasons, especially if we are going to commit significant time and energy to it. Since church members have such wide expectations of why the church exists and what it is supposed to do for them, these discussions can be difficult and entangled. It is critical that opinions are heard and noted, even if they seem shallow and mundane. The list of temporal ideas will likely rush to the forefront with statements like, “We need a new pastor, a better building in a new location, contemporary worship, and a dynamic children’s program that will reach new families.” Assurances that these various views will be considered at the right time give members a sense of being heard. Yet the leaders must help the congregation dig into deeper issues such as the purpose of the church and how to live out God’s call in the local community. For many church members, these are challenging thoughts that may stretch them beyond their comfort levels.




  4.   Change pushes the church into visible presence in the community (chapter four: “Places”). Through the years, many congregations have cloistered themselves together in “come structures” of buildings and locations that rarely intersect with the unchurched world. In an era when church is no longer sought by outsiders, it is critical that the church engage in the local community in both word and deed. From worship in “third places” to acts of kindness and mercy among those in need, the church must become visible to the general public that sees it as marginalized and self-centered.




  5.   Change requires trusted leadership (chapter five: “Power”). Biblical trust is based on the faith that God will use his people and their gifts to form God-honoring churches. Many psychologists assert that the earliest stage of life, 0–18 months, is the critical time when trust or mistrust emerges, and later stages of development are built on this foundation. Since church transformation is a group process, the ability to trust one another is critical. “Without trust, there is no ‘glue’ to hold relationships together, and indeed no possibility” (Shoel, Prouty, and Radcliffe, Islands of Healing, 15). The role of leaders cannot be ignored. At some level, everyone is a leader, thus giving value to each member. Yet there are those who are naturally respected and acknowledged leaders who can create and sustain healthy dialogue and decision making.




  6.   Change always includes risk (chapter six: “Pain”). Change means journeying into the unknown and experiencing discomfort along the way. The temptation to go back to the familiar system, even when if it was dysfunctional, constantly pulls at those in the process of change. Risk brings out our fears, and fear can immobilize us. “Obviously, fear is one of the most powerful emotions known to both animals and humans. Fears in people are primarily linked to threats to one’s ego” (Ewert, Outdoor Adventure Pursuits, 71–72). Our self-esteem can be threatened by fear of rejection or failure. These are important challenges facing any church in the change process—and a recognition of the inevitable risk and pain required by change makes change all the more likely to be significant and lasting.




  7.   Change requires constant renewal (chapter seven: “Pitfalls”). Let’s face it: frequent change can become wearisome and lead us back toward sinful patterns. Change takes energy, creativity, and time. And it’s hard to continually find the internal resources to be positive and hopeful when we become depleted. Only if we regularly humble ourselves before God in our weakness can we find his strength. However, as frustrated church members grow tired of change, they are likely to become more divisive, give up, or experience emotional pitfalls—events that can be extremely damaging to the change process of the church.




  8.   Change requires commitment (chapter eight: “Possibilities”). Since change requires us to shift our opinions and habits, the process will undoubtedly become uncomfortable. If feelings dominate our choices more than the commitment to those we have been called to share life together with, there is a likelihood that we will exit the process, physically or emotionally, before lasting change happens. Change means commitment over an extended time, commitment to decisions that are made as a group, and commitment to Christ as head of the church. Many churches start the process of change only to encounter discouraging breakdowns or incessant delays. When church members become exasperated and frustrated, it is easy to give up and look for another church—or quit church altogether. Yet commitment to one another in the family of God under the lordship of Christ creates real freedom and potential transformation. Even disagreements become building blocks when relationships become more important than ideas. God never gives up on his church, and neither should we.




  Orthodoxy Needs Orthopraxy for Real Change




  What makes the process of church change so difficult is that it has two inseparable parts—belief and action—that we constantly try to separate. Many of us are willing to talk about change, and even say that we need to change, but we struggle to integrate believing in change with actually making changes.




  This isn’t a church problem; it’s a modern, Western problem. It’s common to hear someone say, “Walk your talk,” as if those were two separate things. In the Hebraic worldview in the Old Testament, to say something naturally meant doing it. To say you loved God was to do his will. The relationship between word and deed was so critical that the Levitical law outlined punishment for discrepancies.




  While to Hebrews doing the truth was foremost, to Greeks believing it was the key. This split is affecting us today. Many Christians claim a strong faith in God and see themselves as spiritual people, yet they act in ways that are in opposition to what they say they believe. Many have grown up in Christian homes and even attend church, but they seem to justify their inappropriate actions, even in light of biblical references that clearly see faith and action as integrated components of the whole truth. “In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead” (James 2:17).




  This division of belief and action has caused many churches to swing to one of two extremes. Either churches have become so seeker friendly that they avoid topics on sin and repentance, or they have become rigid and judgmental against those who claim faith in Christ but live “worldly” lifestyles. Neither view is quite biblical, because belief and action are still separated.




  Caught in the middle, one of the greatest challenges congregations face today is a diminished theology of church. Church has become optional for many who claim to be followers of Christ. Some would even say the church gets in the way of their faith. Formerly at the center of American life and all that was considered good, today the church is on the margins of society. While millions still attend each week, few seem to care what the church is doing and why—or if it’s even doing anything at all. Yet based on a biblical view, the church is not optional, but a foundational pillar of the gospel. We were adopted into the family of God, called together to love God and love each other. This love cannot be mere words. Neither can this love be mere doctrine, used either to “attract” people to the good news or to “punish” people for their failures.




  Around the country there are countless dying churches with solid doctrine. God never intended his church to believe the right things and yet be impotent in the culture. The apostle James’s clarion call to the second generation of Christ followers was simple: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what is says” (James 1:22). Real believing is doing. The two cannot be separated. To know God is to do his will. The challenge of change in the church has little to do with doctrine. Instead, it demands practical application of what we already know Jesus and the Scriptures are calling us to do. Anything less is not change at all.




  Pilgrims’ Progress




  In the chapters ahead, we will discuss the signs of congregational anemia and offer solutions for health that can be life giving and redemptive. There is hope for the bride of Christ in our Western culture. Acknowledging that “we have a few problems” is not enough. The deeper question remains: What are you and your congregation willing to do to allow God to reshape you in his image? The journey may be difficult and sometimes painful. Real change always is. But even with all the challenges, the road to recovery and healing is the only one worth walking. The church remains God’s symbol of hope pointing to a kingdom “on earth as it is in heaven.” It is the same church that Jesus gave himself for, costing him everything. And in that same sacrificial spirit, we choose to walk down this road of becoming what he called us to be.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  PROCESS




  The church is like Noah’s ark: it stinks, but if you get out, you’ll drown.




  Checking Out on Checkups




  The annual physical checkup can be an intimidating experience, which is why many Americans don’t get one. The idea of being poked, prodded, and asked embarrassing questions by a doctor is an experience to which only hypochondriacs look forward.




  It’s more than the invasion of privacy that worries us, however—it’s the expectation of change. What if our health provider pushes us to make changes we simply don’t want to make? And what if we’re told about an unanticipated illness or problem? Many of us live by the motto “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!” And even though our doctor can identify signs and symptoms of our impending “brokenness,” many of us prefer to remain in blissful ignorance—at least until ignorance is no longer an option. Change may be inevitable, but we generally prefer to avoid it as long as possible.
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