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1. The blurring of new church and revitalization.  The key word these days 
is NEW: New things, new places for new people, and so on.  Chapelwood 
United Methodist Church in Houston talks about its worship communities. 
There are four locations, ten or eleven services, one of which is on Saturday 
night, scattered across four locations.1 We saw the same with a merger of 
seven churches in the California-Pacific Conference into a multisite church 
that retained four facilities, worshiping in three locations with a preschool at 
the fourth. If you have two conference teams split between revitalization and 
new church, it is time to be collaborative and aligned. Most older churches 
are no longer able to revitalize their current ministries to reach significant 
numbers of their neighbors: this is normal for the late life-cycle church. In 
Australia, church leaders have largely closed the revitalization conversation: 
they simply start new churches. In the USA, most churches will rebound only if 
they start something new for new people. 
 

2. In terms of conference goals, think of new campuses as equivalent to 
churches that would otherwise charter. In the Churches Planting Churches 
movement (from Path 1)2, we are assuming that most churches that plant 
will do so by planting campuses. This insulates the new campus from the 
topsy-turvy weather systems of the general church – and generally results in 
more local money and local people investing in a new faith community. (At 
the same time, campuses also grow up. The campus that I planted twenty-one 
years ago is now a separate church.) 

 
3. Faith communities that will not likely charter as churches or function 

fully as churches. Sometimes these are Fresh Expressions that may not 
even worship or meet minimal disciplinary assumptions about what a church 
is. At other times, these may be second campuses that house mission 
projects, but no worship gatherings. I am encouraging annual conferences to 
count these separately from their tally of new church starts. Also, you fund at 

 
1 There are now three Sunday worship locations at Chapelwood since its downtown campus joined 
The Episcopal Church.  However, a fourth location gathers a significant midweek teen worship 
crowd. 
2 Churches Planting Churches is a yearlong training for churches that intend to plant new worship 
communities in partnership with a coach and an established multisite church. 



different levels and probably from different pools of money for these, 
compared to churches that will worship and pay apportionments.  

 
4. The rise of online faith communities.   In Weird Church, the book Beth 

Estock and I wrote five years ago, we almost stopped the presses to add a 
chapter on online faith communities in the latter part of the book. In the 
future, it will be impossible to hold a comprehensive conversation on church 
development without considering online churches. Floris and Christ United 
Methodist Churches in northern Virginia have both launched online 
“campuses” in recent years. Christ Church’s online campus became 
financially self-sustaining more than a year ahead of schedule. We assumed 
money would be an issue. It is not. 

 
5. A helpful benchmark for a conference might be, “How many new 

worship communities were launched this year?” This will be a mixture of 
new churches, campuses, adoptions, and so on. This is likely to correlate with 
net gains. For each conference, there is a certain threshold that this alone will 
tip into net gains in people categories. Years ago, in the Alabama-West 
Florida Conference, this was a major benchmark for conference church 
development; secondary benchmarks were  professions of faith and worship 
attendance. We discovered a correlation between new worship community 
launches and conference-wide attendance, professions of faith, and church 
membership.  

 
6. The next generation of vital mergers. The term “vital mergers” dates to the 

book Vital Mergers by Dirk Elliott. Dirk is director of church development for 
the Michigan Conference. With vital mergers, a church has more people a 
year after the merger than it had before. Another result of the vital merger is 
that the church is freeing up resources to expand ministry. However, the 
point is not primarily efficiency. It is not about consolidation, and it is not 
about gathering enough money to pay a pastor.   
 
 Case Studies in Vital Mergers: 
 
• The Church at Stone River, Decatur AL, North Alabama Conference--3 

churches, 2017 
• New Beginnings UMC, San Bernardino, CA, Cal Pac Conference -- 7 

churches, 2018 
• Chapelwood adopting Fairhaven UMC in Houston: There are now three 

worship services on the Fairhaven campus and more than double the 
campus Sunday attendance, versus 2018.  

• The Well, Benton, PA, Susquehanna Conference-- 3 churches, 2019 (not 
merged but formed a cooperative movement with one staff).  

 



7. The deployment of laity as campus pastors and pastors within cooperative 
parishes – in connection with elders who oversee the ministry. Ken Nash 
(elder in Michigan Conference) was the executive pastor at Cornerstone in 
Grand Rapids for ten years and is now  on loan to Watermark Wesleyan 
Church near Buffalo NY, where he has planted half a dozen campuses 
(between the two places), relying entirely on laity to staff the new location. In 
British Methodism, I predict that there will be more lay planters than clergy 
in the future and that laity will often have significant theological training. 
Retired elders can help with communion logistics. (Note: we have a lot of 
retired elders.)  
 

8. The higher capacity the church planter, the more bang you will get out 
of the bucks invested in a coach --not the other way around. Everyone 
needs coaching. Put folks into group coaching, so that your investment and 
expectations are modest. Save the bigger investment for the people that you 
might assume don’t need a coach. That will make the biggest difference in 
your year-end bottom line as a district or conference. If you are giving out 
conference grants and not funding coaching to accompany that money, you 
may want to be better stewards of your grants. Good coaches invested with 
high capacity people wisely deployed will pay for themselves many 
times over. It is your money and your choice. 

 
9. If you wish to deploy people to do any kind of challenging and possibly 

high-risk ($) thing, look at their history. Have they done anything like 
this before? If not, help them develop prototypes in their present 
appointments. They can start a new ministry, a new group, or a new 
worship site without moving. They can begin to have unchurched people in 
their homes. They can run  programs like Alpha and learn to walk with 
people who are taking “baby steps” toward faith in Christ. Have they ever 
raised money or taught new Christians how to give generously? If they don’t 
know how to teach stewardship, they are not ready to plant a church.  

 
10.  Matching grants as opposed to full conference funding. This is not about 

being stingy. It is recognition that we must motivate and stimulate giving to 
projects from sources beyond the annual conference and district. It is also an 
exercise in good stewardship in an era when funds may be scarce. So, in the 
first year, if a new plant you needs $100,000, grant $50,000, predicated on 
local support (from the planter, the launch team, other churches, etc.) of 
$50,000 that year. You might ask that the planter raise the first $30,000 in 
pledges before the appointment is made official. Perhaps tell the planter in 
October that you would like  to appoint him/her next year, and he/she has 
until February 1 to raise the money. Doing so lets you know that the planter 
can cast a vision and raise money. Then, give $75,000 more in year two, 
knowing that the planter will have to grow the giving; then $50,000; and 
$25,000 in years three and four, not matching funds. You will have invested 



$200,000 and are more likely to have a new church than if you had granted 
funds on a sliding scale (i.e.  $100k year one/66k year two/34k year three).  

 
11.  Consider giving the new plant a building, renovated and paid for in 

exchange for them giving you a ministry that is sustainable in four 
years. (This is not what we were saying twenty years ago!!) You have 
buildings. It is hard to get to sustainability these days, and the expense of 
building leaves churches stuck in gymnasiums until the planter is tired and 
reappointed. Second pastors coming to gymnasiums have a poor record of 
being able to grow the ministries. Many such churches close if they cannot be 
housed within five years. The good news is that a lot of real estate is 
becoming available; this is (for now) often a place where we are asset-rich. 
Some of our closed church buildings are attached to accounts with hundreds 
of thousands of dollars.  

 
12.  Remember that we are not trying to save all the church buildings! If a 

building is problematic, walk away from it, so that you can serve that 
community without that financial burden. Sell the building for what you can. 
Congregations that walk away from buildings and keep going have a good 
prognosis. The older the population, the harder it is to remember this. For a 
congregation where the average age is eighty, selling the church building will 
feel different than it does for a congregation where the average age is forty.  

 
13.  Give churches the Readiness 3603 inventory before investing your best 

clergy talent or investing conference dollars in the ministry.  It is 
sometimes hard to tell the readiness of a congregation for a rigorous new 
chapter in ministry, reaching out to a new population. Readiness 360 has a 
database of more than 1,000 American congregations over about six years.   
That is extremely predictive. It measures things that don’t show up in 
conference reports or even at charge conferences.    

 
14.  Training in community organizing practices is critical.  The art of the 

one to one conversation is something that as many clergy as possible need to 
learn.See Trey Hall’s article on the 1-1 meeting at 
https://epicentergroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/HOW-TO-DO-1-
1s.pdf. It is typical of effective planters that they have some background or 
significant experience in community organizing. 

 
 

 

 
3 Readiness 360 was developed first as a project from Path 1, then taken by two NEJ leaders: Paul 
Nixon and Christie Latona (currently DCM for Baltimore-Washington Conference), and then passed 
on to Phil Maynard.  It looks at spiritual practices, relationship habits, alignment of activity to stated 
mission, and cross-cultural competency.  Conference wide contracts are available.  See 
www.readiness360.org. 

https://epicentergroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/HOW-TO-DO-1-1s.pdf
https://epicentergroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/HOW-TO-DO-1-1s.pdf
/Users/druffle/Documents/New%20Folder%20With%20Items/Wesleyan%20CP%20Resources/Wesleyan%20Resources/www.readiness360.org

