Natural Church Development 
An Introduction to the Big Ideas 

PowerPoint Script
(Approximately 45 minutes) 
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The purpose of this presentation is to introduce you to Natural Church Development.  In a nutshell, NCD is a long-term process for congregations to become increasingly more faithful and fruitful.  It is a research-based, theologically sound and well-proven pathway helping congregations to become healthier so that they naturally become more effective in “making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.” 
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The whole topic of congregational transformation has become really confusing in recent decade.  Additional books are published every week that claim to share the key to making more and better disciples.  The problem is that one book says the answer is prayer, another preaching, another contemporary music, another service to the community, another vision, another says the secret is advertising.  Who do you believe?  It is clear a mud.  And many of these books and workshops seem to come from large congregations in well-to-do suburban communities, which is fine if you are a large congregation in a well-to-do suburban community – but that’s not most congregations.   And just about every couple of years someone in Nashville or New York comes out with another program promising to turn congregations around . . . and frankly they never seem to deliver.
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And then along comes NCD founded by this German researcher named Christian Schwartz.   Frankly, the first time I saw his thin introduction to Natural Church Development it reminded me of my fourth grade science book.  But the more I looked it over, the more sense it made.  I didn’t learn anything startlingly new, however Schwartz has a knack for putting things together in a way that just plan makes sense – and it is backed up by solid research.  
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This picture has become a parable for NCD.  Schwartz says that it represents many local congregations.  What do you notice as you look at these guys trying to move the wagon forward?  Notice how hard they are working?  They aren’t lazy.  They aren’t unmotivated.  That’s not their problem, is it?  So what is their problem?  Their problem is that they are trying to move the wagon on square wheels, which doesn’t seem very savvy -- especially since the round wheels that would work so much better are sitting in their wagon.  NCD maintains that many congregations are like this: they are trying to move their congregation along in ways that just go against how God made things to work.  On the other hand, God has placed within them the resources and potential they need to be far more effective. 
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NCD learns a lot from the natural world that God has created.  For example, NCD recognizes that many church growth books and leaders seem to focus so on the fruit that they fail to consider the roots that produce the fruit.  My wife and I raised roses for years.  One thing we soon realized is that we actually can’t grow roses.  Oh, we can help the rose bushes be healthy by planting, fertilizing, watering, spraying and pruning them appropriately, but we can’t grow a single rose.  Only God can grow a rose.  All we can do is to help the rose bush be healthy enough for God to use it to grow beautiful roses.   Churches are the same way.  The fruit that God wants in our congregations are Christian love, converts to Christ, Christ-like character and community impact.  And like roses these naturally “grow” from healthy congregations.  
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So the question that Christian Schwartz struggled with was how we could release the potential that God has placed within every congregation.   How could we help congregations get healthier so that God could bless them with fruitfulness? 
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In Mark 4:26-28 Jesus uses an image from the farm to talk about the Kingdom of God: “The kingdom of God is like a farmer who casts seed upon the ground; and goes to bed at night and gets up by day, and the seed sprouts up and grows - how, he himself does not know. The earth produces crops all by itself; first the blade, then the head and then the mature grain in the head.”  Let’s look at this passage more closely – especially the “all by itself” part. 
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Notice how the “all by itself” really works in growing God’s Kingdom.  First the farmer has a part to play in casting the seed.  Then God’s natural, created processes take over and the seeds sprout and bear fruit.  We have a part to play and then God has a part to play. 
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So it is a cycle in which God’s blessings enables us to do our part in harmony with God’s wishes, which then enables God to do what only God can do: give life and growth.  We are co-creators with God.  Our faithfulness enables God’s rich blessings.
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Here is another interesting analogy.  What does a plant need to stay healthy?  For the sake of this illustration, let’s say a plant needs to be potted in an appropriate sized pot, placed in a location where it gets the right amount of sun, fertilized with the right nutrients and watered sufficiently.  Let’s say that we measured a particular plant and determined how it was doing with these four critical factors.  The plant then grows well, until it needs some more water; when it is watered, it begins to grow again.  Eventually, it stops growing, though.  Because watering helped last time, we water it again; only this time the problem isn’t lack of water and so the plant doesn’t respond.  The problem this time is that the plant is root-bound and needs to be repotted.  When that is accomplished it begins to grow well again . . . until its location becomes too sunny.  Once again, the plant stops growig well until it is relocated to a shadier spot; then it begins to grow again.  Christian Schwartz explains that a local congregation grows in much the same way. 
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The issue becomes: how do we identify the particular factors which are preventing our congregation from growing and then address them so that our congregation can grow as God intends.  With a plant, it is pretty easy to see the key factors that either inhibit or enable growth.  But what are they for a local congregation?  Schwartz intended to find out. 
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He makes a crucial distinction between models and principles.  A model is when you find a thriving congregation and try to imitate it.  Now sometimes this works well . . . if you are in the same sort of neighbourhood, dealing with the same sort of people, with the same sort of needs, your leaders have similar gifts and talents and you have similar resources at your disposal.  Frankly, though, that doesn’t happen a lot.  A principle takes the differences in congregations into account.  In discovering principles you identify a whole bunch of thriving congregations in different situations and then abstract what they have in common that enables them to be both faithful and fruitful.  Then, you are able to apply the principle to other congregations, to contextual the principle in a way that are appropriate given the particularity of each congregation.  The key is abstracting the growth or health principles that vital congregations have in common and then applying the principles to other congregations to help them to be healthier. 
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So Christian Schwartz set out to do two things.  To identify the root or growth principles that healthy congregations have in common – regardless of their size, location, denomination or culture.  He also set out to develop a survey instrument which could accurately measure how a congregation was doing relative to each of the root principles he identified.   He accomplished both goals.  
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His original research project involved 1,000 congregations in 32 countries speaking 18 languages in 5 continents.  
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His research was supervised by a statistician to insure its reliability -- that you could accurately get the same results if you repeated the survey – and its validity – that it did, in fact, measure the relevant qualities of congregational life.  Since the original study, almost 50,000 congregations have taken the survey (20,000 in the United States) and the survey continues to be fine tuned for both reliability and validity. 
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So what did the research discover were the principles or qualities that healthy congregations have in common?  Here they are: empowering leadership, gift-based ministry, passionate spirituality, effective structures, inspiring worship services, holistic small groups, need-oriented evangelism and loving relationships.  We will look at each of these in a moment.  Right now, let’s continue looking at how they were discovered. 
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Congregations in the original study were sorted into three groups: those that were declining, those that were maintaining and those that were growing.  Then the congregations that were declining were compared to those that were growing regarding their leadership, ministry, spirituality, structures, worship, small groups, evangelism and relationships – as well as other things, too.  And these were the factors that seemed most to separate the congregations that were declining from those that were growing.  You can see how significantly these factors distinguished between the two groups.  
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Looking at the list of principles again, notice that the adjective is the qualitative and critical factor.  Every congregation has leadership, ministry, spirituality, worship services and so on.  But healthy congregations have empowering leaders, gift-based ministry, passionate spirituality and inspiring worship services.  The qualifier is the key to health.  Let’s say it another way: quality determines quantity . . . health determines effectiveness.
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In summary, three things can be said about the 8 characteristic of healthy congregations.  They are universally true for all congregations.  These health principles can be applied to your congregation.  And they address both the qualitative and quantitative aspects of your congregational life – both its roots and its fruits.   

Before we go through each of the eight characteristics of healthy congregations, this might be a good place to take a breath and see if there are any questions about what we have covered so far.   
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The first quality of healthy congregations is empowering leadership:  A Healthy congregation has leadership (both clergy and lay) that empowers others to be involved in ministry rather than doing it for them.  This is in accordance with Ephesians 4 where Paul clearly states that it is a leader’s role to prepare God’s people for the works of service or ministry that God has long ago imagined for each person.  It is precisely as each person does what God has prepared for them to do – and does it in sync with others – that the Body of Christ is built up.  
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So one key question all congregational leaders need to ask is: are we focused on equipping other Christians to lead and serve?  Of course the alternative to this, is holding on to leadership rather than spreading and sharing it with others, and trying to do all the ministry for others rather than encouraging and enabling others be involved in ministry.  
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The next quality characteristic is gift-oriented ministry.  Animals are smart enough not to try to do things that God did not wire them up to do.  Ducks don’t climb trees.  Fish stay in the water.  Animals are smart like that.  But in the church we often aren’t that smart.  Now we know that we shouldn’t have someone in the choir who can’t sing, but we may well have someone teach the youth whose only qualification is that they are alive and willing, not that they have the gift of teaching.  And frankly, I’ve been to some congregations where the qualifying gift of their ushers seems to be that of grumpiness.  I Peter is clear in stating that people should be involved in ministry based upon the way God has wire them up and gifted them.  People’s talents, skills and passions give clues to the ways in which God is preparing them for particular sorts of service.  In healthy congregations, following these clues is encouraged. 
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So another key question all congregational leaders need to ask is: are persons in our congregation encouraged to know and effectively use their spiritual gifts in ministry?   Are we actually taking seriously the way that God has gifted persons as we encourage them to be in ministry?  
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The next characteristic of healthy congregations is passionate spirituality.  Jesus said that we are to love the Lord with all our heart, soul, mind and strength – passionate spirituality measures to what extent that’s happening.  This is the spiritual thermometer of congregations.  Remember the letter to the church of Laodicea in Revelation 3?  “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot.  I wish you were either one or the other!  So, because you are luke warm – neither hot nor cold – I am about to spit you out of my mouth.”  (vs. 15)  This is a congregation that would not have scored very high on passionate spirituality!  Some people have been surprised that none of the eight characteristics have to do explicitly with generosity.  In reality, passionate spirituality is the characteristic that directly influences the stewardship level of members in your congregation.   If you have a giving problem, you have a passionate spirituality problem.  
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So a key question that congregational leaders should be asking is: are the spiritual lives of people in our congregation characterized by prayer, enthusiasm, generosity and boldness?  
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The next healthy characteristic is functional structures.  This cartoon suggests that there are times when leaders are more in love with their facilities than with the people and ministry the facilities are meant to serve.  By structures, NCD means more than just facilities, though.  Structures also have to do with the way that the congregation is organized, how it makes and carries out decisions.  Jesus accused the Pharisees of confusing who served what.  “The Sabbath was made for humans, not humans for the Sabbath.”  When decisions in a congregation get made efficiently and wisely, when issues get addressed, when leaders function out of a common sense of vision for ministry – these are signs of functional structures.  But sometimes, as if wedded to them, congregations continue styles of management and administration that no longer serve them well. 
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So a key question that congregational leaders should ask is: are we committed to continually adapting our structures to support the ongoing healthy growth of our ministry?  Or have we fallen in love with our wineskins?
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Healthy congregations have inspiring worship services.  We have all been to worship service – in other congregations and probably other Annual Conferences, of course – where we wondered if anyone let the Spirit know that we were meeting.   On the other hand, we have also all been to those worship services when the Spirit was palpably at work in the lives of many.  Inspiring worship does have to do with style, though style certainly influences it.  This characteristic has to do with whether people come expecting to encounter the living Christ in worship and leave better disciples.  It is shaped by the preaching, but also by the sound system, the parking, the nursery, the friendliness of the ushers, the excellence of the music and more. 
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So a key question that congregational leaders should be asking is: are people encountering God in life-changing ways during our worship services?  And how can we constantly seek to improve our worship experience so that they do?  
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With only three more characteristics to go, the next is holistic small groups.  From the very beginning of the church in the Book of Acts, the church met in the temple as a large group for worship and then they met in homes in small groups throughout the week.  It is in small groups that much of our intentional discipling takes place.  Holistic small groups are groups with a balance of in-reach, up-reach and out-reach.  They focus on internal face-to-face caring relationships, on nurturing a growing relationship with Christ and on being Christ’s hands and feet in the world beyond themselves.   It is particularly through such groups that an obedient, growing and joyful walk with Christ is modelled, encouraged and nurtured.  
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So another key question that congregational leaders should ask is: are our small groups consistently growing in their devotion to Christ, their nurture of members and their missional focus?
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Next is need-oriented evangelism.  The cartoon suggests a style of evangelism that is popular in very few United Methodist congregations: beat up on people and then offer them Christ to help them feel better.  It is more our denominational style sincerely to care about people at the point of their need – and then to say nothing at all to them about Christ.  Paul – and John Wesley – knew that Christ calls us to care for people in both deed and word, alleviating suffering and helping people come to know the love of God in Jesus Christ.  In today’s increasingly secular world where so many people doubt that the church has anything credible to say to them, we must earn people’s right to talk about God’s love by first showing God’s love selflessly in our actions.  
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So a key question that congregational leaders should ask is whether the outreach of our congregation is driven by a genuine desire to meet people at the point of their need and there to offer them Christ in both deed and word?  
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The final characteristic of healthy congregations is loving relationships.  Jesus went so far as to say that this is the distinguishing mark of Christian community: “They will know that you are my disciples by the love you have one for another.”  Loving relationships begin with how the people in our church family care for one another, handle conflict, and accept one another.  But it extends out, like ripples spreading out when a rock is dropped in a pond.  How are new people welcomed into our congregation?  Do we open up our circle of relationships and make room for them?  Then loving relationships extend out into the community.  Do we reach out into the community in ways that make God’s hospitality available to others who may be different from us? 
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So another key question that congregational leaders should ask is whether the relationships in and at the edges of our congregation are characterized by genuine caring, love, and encouragement shown in both word and deed?  
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So there you have them: the eight qualities of healthy congregations.  Remember, the key is in the adjectives: empowering leadership, gift-based ministry, passionate spirituality, effective structures, inspiring worship services, holistic small groups, need-oriented evangelism and loving relationships. 
Well, the end is in sight, but there are several other basic ideas central to NCD we need briefly to touch upon. 
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The first is the NCD growth cycle, which refers to a strategic planning process that is based upon 30 core members of your congregation taking the NCD survey in order to determine how the congregation is doing in each of the eight characteristics.   The congregation then selects a steer committee, known as the health team, to lead the congregation in looking at the results of their survey.  On the basis of the survey results, the health team will identify the congregation’s strengths and employ them to address the congregation’s minimum factor.  Congregations are most successful at doing this when they work with a specially trained coach who can lead them through the quality growth cycle.  Traditionally one coach works with one congregation, but after hearing about the benefits of several congregations working together with one coach, we are piloting NCD Networks in every district starting in early 2008.  
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When a congregation takes their survey, they get back a score for each of the characteristics.  A score of 50 is average for protestant congregations in the United States.  In this example, gift-based ministry (75), need-oriented evangelism (59) and functional structures (56) are the congregation’s strengths.  Other characteristics are lower, but inspiring worship services is the minimum factor at 32.  The central strategy of NCD is to use the strengths to focus on and raise up the minimum factor.  Because every congregation and community is different, leaders will have to lead the congregation in discerning why this is specifically their minimum factor and then plan how they might address it.  Again, since no two congregations or communities are the same, there are no cookbook answers for raising a particular minimum factor.  
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Many people wonder about NCD’s focus on the minimum factor.  NCD uses the analogy of a barrel to help explain how this is not a matter of being negative at all, but really the best possible way to invest limited resources where they will the greatest impact on the congregation’s health.  Imagine that the staves of the barrel represent the different quality characteristic of the congregation.  They are at different lengths according to their strengths.  The barrel can only hold as much as the shortest stave.  Clearly, the only way to increase the worship attendance held in the barrel is to lengthen the minimum factor stave.  
Another analogy would be that of a chain with 8 links.  The only way to strengthen the chain is to identify which of the links is weakest and make it stronger.  It does not strengthen the chain to strengthen any other link than the weakest link, since that is where the chain will break. 
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Another key NCD idea is the so-called “65 hypothesis.”  While there is nothing Biblical or theological about this hypothesis, in almost 50,000 congregations studied, there has not been a single example where a congregation scored 65 or better on every one of the eight characteristics that was not growing.  Look at the different churches graphed in this illustration.  Which of them do you think is the healthiest congregation most likely to be growing numerically? 
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So does NCD really work?  That’s a fair question.  With over 20,000 congregations surveyed in the United States, 85% of those congregations that have gone through two complete growth cycles reported both qualitative and quantitative growth.  Here is the chart of a congregation in our Annual Conference that have been through 3 NCD growth cycles over the last four years.  You can see the qualitative growth over this time.  In fact, the highest score in their initial survey is one point lower than their minimum factor in their last survey.  And, by the way, the congregation is growing, too.  
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Does NCD really work?  Yes it does – especially in those congregations whose leaders have a clear understanding of and commitment to Christ’s mission to make disciples for the transformation of the world.  Then, NCD is an excellent tool for helping congregations release their God-given potential for “all by itself” growth.  
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As Paul put it, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God made it grow!”
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