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Growing Healthy Churches

The Story of the CRCA - 2012

by Jack De Vries

ealthy churches are growing
H churches, and for this reason,

one of my ministry priorities in
the Christian Reformed Churches of Australia
(CRCA) has been to assist churches in
becoming healthier. We have seen a marked
increase in the number of churches (currently
15 CRCA congregations) utilising Natural
Church Development (NCD) as a church health
measurement tool and engaging me as they
seek to implement new initiatives to increase
church health. A number of churches have

done three or more NCD surveys over the past
four years. So how healthy is the CRCA?

cause them to grow. Anything
manufactured by human hands can’t
grow naturally simply because we
cannot impart life. The church is not
constructed, built or manufactured, it
is grown.

Before we look at the current health
status of the CRCA, it is important to
remember that while the CRCA is committed
to growing healthy churches, healthy churches
is not the goal. The goal is to grow healthy
churches which nurture and equip their
members and, by God’s grace, expand
numerically, become the mother-churches of
as many fellowships and congregations as
possible. In other words, the goal is to grow
healthy churches which grow, or rather, which
multiply.

What is NCD? Natural Church
Development, or NCD means releasing the ‘all
by itself’ growth by which God Himself grows
His church. This reinforces what we already
know, but not necessarily what we do:

J If the church is a living thing, we must
work out how best to cooperate with
God so that He can bring healthy
growth. Our job is to be keen observers
who become expert at removing
barriers and stimulating the conditions
which maximise the potential for life
and healthy growth to occur. Only then
will the church bear “fruit” of
consistent quality and quantity.

It comes as a huge relief to be reminded
that God brings the life and growth, not us. It
comes as a huge relief that church growth is
just that, a process of growing the church as
an organism and not a program or series of
programs of constructing the church as an
organisation.

. It is God who must bring the growth.
Only God can create living things and
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The research done by NCD identified Eight
Quality Characteristics as essential
components for a church to address to
maximise its potential for “all by itself”
growth. These Quality Characteristics are:

J Empowering Leadership

o Inspiring Worship Service
. Gift-based Ministry

. Holistic Small Groups

o Passionate Spirituality

J Need-oriented Evangelism
. Effective Structures

. Loving Relationships

So based on the NCD survey results, what
is the health status of the CRCA? Now
remember, these results come from a
representative slice of the CRCA. The results
below come from 13 churches which have in
the recent past completed the survey, which
amounts to 25% or a quarter of the CRCA
congregations.

The overall health of the CRCA has
improved ever so slightly over the past 5
years(see chart below). The overall average in
January 2007 was 40.83. The average now is
42.17. While this is not a significant jump in
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overall health, it still is growth.

Another evidence of increased health is
the decrease in the difference between the
minimum and the maximum factors. The
min-max difference in 2007 was 8; today it is
6. This indicates that there is greater balance
in our churches in each of the Eight Quality
Characteristics. Greater balance, better
health.

There has also been a change with the
current minimum factor and current maximum
factor. In 2007 the minimum factor was
Passionate Spirituality(38) and the maximum
factor was Holistic Small Groups(46). Today
the minimum factor is Loving Relationships
(40) and the maximum factor is Gift-based
Ministry (46). Itis important to note that
Passionate Spirituality is a very close second
minimum factor (less than .5% difference) and
Holistic Small Groups is the second highest
maximum factor (44). Holistic Small Groups
has simply traded places with Gift-based
Ministry. Perhaps this reflects the increasing
denominational emphasis on training over the
past five years.

What do these summary results say about
the CRCA? We’ll look at some details later,
but first, this summary points to the need for

our churches to implement

' Quality Characteristic Current Profile

70

Empowering Gift-based Passionate

Leadership Ministry Spirituality Structures  Worship Service  Groups Evangelism

strategies that will improve

7 loving relationships and/or
A passionate spirituality. Loving

relationships are the heart of a
healthy, growing church. Jesus
said people will know we are his
E=) disciples by our love. Practical
demonstration of love builds

authentic Christian community
and brings others into God’s
kingdom. Passionate
spirituality is evidenced by faith

— that is actually lived out with
S commitment, fire and

enthusiasm.
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What can churches do? NCD has recently
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work of ministry. This is well above average.

developed some tools which can be very
useful in implementing some strategies to
increase church health. These tools, called
“Cycle Starter Plans”, suggest a number of
ways the church can address their minimum
factors. You can see the “Cycle Starter Plans” (Q36) without disregarding the support given
for Loving Relationships and Passionate to one another within the church (Q17, 14,
Spirituality below (pp.7-8 ). These “Cycle 49). These are all healthy signs.

Starter Plans” can be found for every question
in the NCD survey, so the ideas are almost
endless. Churches are finding these tools
very helpful.

Also people’s gifts for ministry seem to be
used (Q8, 9, 46). The Bible also remains a
powerful guide for church members in the
decisions of everyday life (Q72). Churches are
engaging in needs orientated evangelism

If you look at the “Current Lowest 10" you
realise that there is still much work to be done
to improve overall church health. Perhaps
this comes from our Dutch or Calvinistic
heritage, but mutual encouragement in our
churches appears to be lacking (Q83, 48). |
find this a recurring theme in many churches,
and something that can be so easily rectified.
Imagine if every church leader would be held
accountable to personally contact by phone
and/or visit three church volunteers each
month for the purpose of encouragement.
What a difference this would make, and this

There is more to learn about the CRCA if
you not only look at the whole but begin to
look at the parts. For example, look at the
“Current Highest 10" in the figure below and
the “Current Lowest 10" in the figure found
on page 4. The current highest average score
(Q28) tells us the pastor’s work load is overall
quite healthy. This means that pastors are
empowering others in the church to do the
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would also impact the need of people praying
for one another (Q29). In spite of the CRCA
vision to be a church reforming to reach the
lost for Christ, to grow and multiply, the
leaders in the CRCA still do not clearly believe
that God wants our church to grow (Q45).
Has the vision leaked? Are we so occupied
with things inside the church that we have no
time to focus on people outside of the
church? At least three other questions also
relate to the missional vision (Q75, 86, 87).
What can we do as churches to raise the bar
in the area of reaching the lost for Christ?
The same is in the area of prayer (Q77, 29).

As | look at the “Current Lowest 10" | try
to imagine a church where you will find
leaders clearly believing that God wants our
church to grow — and this passion spreads
through the church. People believe that God
is going to do amazing things in and through
the church. Prayer becomes a priority and

people intentionally go out to develop
friendships with the unsaved. When these
people come to a small group or a worship
service they are warmly received. Many come
to faith in Christ Jesus. There is an intentional
discipleship program that helps these new
believers grow in their faith. Sounds healthy,
doesn’t it? And healthy churches are growing
churches. This is our vision for the CRCA.

Another helpful tool to assess over church
health is the NCD Story Guide. Think of your
church. Your church is a community of
stories. Every week we listen to and tell stories
through words and body language of what our
church and the Christian faith mean to us. This
Story Guide provides a window into those
stories that matter most for the long-term
growth of our church.

So what is the story of the CRCA? Well
check out the story summary on page 5.
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Notice the themes — those things that come
naturally to the CRCA and those things come
less naturally. Things like relevance,
reconciliation, and teamwork come more
naturally to the CRCA. But other things such
as affirmation, joy, and hope come less
naturally to the CRCA. You can check out the
full CRCA NCD Story Report which can be
downloaded from the Ministry Formation
Website: www.ministryformation.com.au .

For the purposes of this overview, | want
to simply highlight the lowest theme: hope.
Refer to the questions related to this theme
which can be found in the figure on page 6.
Notice that all but one of the questions are
well below the CRCA overall average. There
is an obvious lack of missional focus (Q45,75,
68,22,33). Leaders do not believe that God
wants our church to grow(Q45) and members
do not believe that God will work powerfully
in our church in the coming years. Members
also do not try to deepen relationships with

the unsaved. The only hopeful sign is that
people seem to pray for people who do not
yet know Christ. Leaders do not seem to
enjoy their ministry in the church and
members do not look forward to worship
services (Q88,13). There are matters
between members that remain unresolved
(Q80). Hope is lacking. And lack of joy lags
not far behind. What can we do to restore
hope and joy in our churches? Well, check
out the Hope Cycle Starter Plans found on
page 9 below. NCD suggests a number of
ways churches can take some first steps
toward increased hope.

One of the ways | plan to increase hope
and joy in the CRCA in the coming months is
by sharing real-life stories from people in the
CRCA that give evidence that God is working
powerfully in our churches and denomination,
stories of individuals and churches reaching
out to people who do not yet know Jesus
Christ. And may we all be much in prayer that


http://www.ministryformation.com.au
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God will continue to advance the gospel in
and through our churches. And “may our Lord
Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who
loved us and by his grace gave us eternal
encouragement and good hope, encourage
[our] hearts and strengthen [us] in every good
deed and word.” (2 Thessalonians 2:16-17)
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Cycle Starter Plans

Having wundersiood your church a litlle better with the
help of the MCD Church Survey, its now time to start
cycling tegether towards a hedthier church. You've
chosen to start expermenting and leaming  more
about the topic to the left. Mow, select one of the oecle
starter plans below and write number 1 in its box. Put
this sheet on your wall, then, go doitl

Mext time you are meeting with others wheo are alio
working through a tepic, ask each other the questions
from the cycle, starting at “de” and finishing at “plan™.
After a cycle you may decide the most important thing
ta do now & to keep gaing with the same plan, modify
it, ar choose another aption from below. If chacsing
anather from below, just write 2 inits box and soom.

It yourd ke more cycle starter oplions, of to work on
anather topic highlighted by your HCD Church Sureey
rasults, justvisit ncdchurchsurvessorgy oyde- starters

Allow mare time than uswual i an wpcoming mesting when you will vishl put pside the agenda. your
diary, your phane and alf other o stractions to pursh focws powr interest and aitention on the parson or
ponplawith wham pou are magting

Ask aryone pou owne agrass in pour cherch or smal group, who seams to have some longeriarm
tension with ancther person, [otdl you one or more postive things abaut that parsan, then encourage
them fo comwnwnicabe those o the other person in some way.

Connert with manbers of your ministry team in @ social context where tere is no agenda other tan
enjoying eoch othar's company and ralating to one anobher.

Considar how affediveyaur daurch is in coring for the nesdy who are alresdy o parl of your congre-

gation.
Idantify threa peaple who make a valuable contribution to the [ife of pawr dherch and mdke a point of
thardking them personaiy

Invite some peoplefrom your church that you don'tknow very wel into your home or aut someasvhare
for ameaol.

Toke the 3 ooforsoffove.org Fruffof tha Soirk Test on powr Natural

Ol OF i @ graup. Church

Development

O
O
O
O
O
O
O
O

Taka time before mestings this wedk (ag. & meals with
your family. o leadership or tsam meeting, a mentaring
appointment, ebo) to think ohouta celebration pontthot
rdfotes to that individuo! or group os g whale and then
thore & with thern.
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Cycle Starter Plans

Haing understnod your church a little better with the
help af the MCD Church Survey, its now time o start
cychng together towards a healthier church. You've
chosen bto start experimenting and learning more
about the topic to the left. Mow, select one of the opcle
s@rter plans below and write numiser 1 in its Do, Put
this sheet an your wall, then, go do it

Next time yow are mesting with others who are alio
wiorking through a topic, sk each other the questons
from the oyck, starting at “do” and finshing at “plan®.
After a cycle you may decide the most important thing
ta do now is 1o keep going with the same plan, modify
it, or choose ancther option from below. £ choosing
another fram below, just write 2 in its bow anvd 5o on.

If you'd like mare cycle ttarter options ar bowaork an
another topic highlighted by your NCD Church Survey
resulty justvisit noddhurchsureey.ongoycle-starters

Corsider what “masages”yawr churchleadars sand abouttheir bdial in yowr church's futre and speak
to them about yowur obsevatio re in an encouragng Wi

Dovmilod or buy o Bible reoding [fon and begin wsing it. Be sure tothink about the time of day when
you wil be frae ond relavad m?o 5. If necesrany, limit anothar activiy or ok for help to ba freed up
to make this possible. Share with somepne wihot pou are laorning or have been reminded of from your
regdings.

Listan to poursall when praying and conside whether God wowld find your praye language distant or
unusu i compared to how yau would normally speak to o vary dose fiend. Than wnside the Psaims as
examples of direct, honest and axgr e1sive pray e,

Make o [&t of tem reasons for cdebration from pourlife this woedk (vq. from your work, church, minktry,
famlly and ilandships, the Biblgeic ) and share sorne of these with atlensi three peoplz in your cherch.

Reffect on chof enging circurmstances you face in ooy e or mindtny i pou oy spek, even brisfl;, o
God about thesechallengss, ronsida what image of God fand pours &) pou may hove if pow don'tfoce
significarst challanges, coniider what if ony implications that has for your prope [ie.

Reguiarly meet with someonewhois known o3 @ groversiul person andwhole prayes
are answered, Talk to them obout their a:periencss of
prayer and pray with tham

MNaleral
Church
Development

Taka the Jooforsay ourspiriuality.org Spirial Syke Teston
YO OWF O i O QUOUP.

Thirk of bwo paople who are contributing enthusiastically
to your church, Ask them wihy they @re entfusiostic and

ity they imvest fhetime they da.
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Cycle Starter Plans

Having understood your church a lithe better with the
help of the NCD Church Survey, its now time to start
cycling together towards a healthier church. You've
chosen to statt expenmenting and lamning more
about the topic tothe left. Mow, seledt one of the cycle
starter plans below and write numier 1 in its bos. Put
this sheet on your wall, then, go do itl

Mext time you are meeting with others who are also
warking through a topic, ask each other the questione
from the cycle, starting at "do™ and finishing at “plan®.
After a cycleyou may decide the most important thing
ta do now is to keep going with the same plan, modify
it, or choose another option from below. If choosing
another from below, just write 2 in its box and so on.

It you'd like more cycle Starter options, or to work on
another topic highlighted by your NCD Church Survey
reswits, just visit noddhurchsuryey. ong/cycle-starters

Ask anpone pou ome aoross i your church or small group, who seams to hove somia longar-tarm
tension with another person, to tal yau one or more positi-e things about thatpason, then enooumge
themn to communicate those to tha other parsan in some way.

EBring tomind one of pour friends ar formils members who does not sasm to ba growing dosar o feus

Spend sore timaral eding on how CGod mightfed about them. Then, consider whetharthosethoughts
are consistant with thelove of a good fathar.

Consida what “messager” your dhwrch laadars send about thelr balief in your church's futwe ond
speak tothem ahout your ohsanations in A SNOUFOGING W

Consida whetha alad: of new Christians in powr chunch may be connactad with aloss of the joy ond
hope of sak-ation amang the @eisting Chrittians in pour charch. Share with somaone what that may
mean for pou parsonally.

If pous havea gifted svangais inpaur church, ask themto el ain vy and how they pray for and share
the Gospd with athers. Cansidar inviting them to alto spagk to your small group about the tapic

If pou have relatinnihip difficulties with anpone in your church, find o neatral party to hap pourepair
the rdationship, ond pergst untl i is.

N ake alist of ten reasre for calahration from your life Natural
this wadk (2g. from pour work, church, ministry, famiy Church
and friendships, the Bible stc.) and share some of these Development

with at least three prople in youwr diwrch,

Think of two peopl e who are contributing enthusiostically
to your church. Ask them why thae are enthusicstic and
wiye they invert the time they do.

February 2012



