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Over the last few years I’ve had the privilege
to work with some church leaders who are
seeing their churches through the “hospice”
phase of their story. These leaders are serving
as undertakers to the death of their ministries. As I’ve listened to hours and hours
of conversations about what happened to
transform thriving ministries into mere shells
of what used to be, it’s clear that at some point
people stopped focusing on the future. The
leaders got thinking too much about the “good
ole days” or “keeping rather than reaching”
and the slow decline began.
Core to our role of leading our churches is
thinking about where God is taking us next.
In this edition of unSeminary Magazine we
have a number of articles designed to help
you and your team focus on the future. I’m
thankful for my friends and collaborators
who contributed articles … Carey Nieuwhof,
Derwin Gray, Kara Powell, Brad Griffin & Brad
Lomenick. As well, I’m honored that Pastor
Steven Furtick from Elevation Church sat
down for an interview with us for this article.
Our hope is together these resources will
encourage you as you consider what’s next for
your church.
Thanks for serving your church so well!
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39_ 7 Warning Signs Your
Church is Struggling
41_ Is it time for a new
worship war?

NEXT // unSeminary

All churches are one generation away from
not existing any more.
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9 THINGS THAT WILL
STILL BE TRUE FOR
YOUR CHURCH IN 10
YEARS
By Rich Birch

LEADERS ALWAYS ATTEMPT TO
ANTICIPATE WHAT IS GOING TO
CHANGE, SO THEY CAN PREPARE
FOR THOSE CHANGES IN THEIR
ORGANIZATIONS.

2. The Next Generation Will Matter More //
10 years ago there was a lot of conversation
about reaching the Gen-X generation … today
we’re all worked up about reaching the millennials … in 10 years’ time we will be worrying
about reaching the next generation. This is a
good thing. The church is just one generation
away from being totally obsolete. We need to
be perpetually looking to the people coming
after us and build our churches for them, not
us. If we don’t, our churches will literally start
dying off.
3. Marriages Will Be Struggling // Being
married is tough. The broader culture doesn’t
reinforce healthy relationships. People will
continue to struggle with what it means to have
a healthy and growing marriage. An innumerable amount of hours will be spent talking about
how marriages are going off the tracks. What is
a systematic response to helping people not just
survive their marriages but thrive in them?
Great church leaders are like sailors who are
reading the breezes and adjusting the sails to
catch the winds of change. While we worry
about the latest social media trend or where
music in the church is headed or if it’s possible
to train robots to do pastoral care, we also need
to invest in what we know will remain true and
build our ministries, systems and approaches
around that. Here are some areas where our
churches can have impact for a long time to
come!

4. The Bible Will Need Explanation // Let’s
be honest … sometimes the Bible is hard to understand. It’s an ancient text written thousands
of years ago in a Middle Eastern agricultural
society. Modern society is increasingly urban
and more distant from the cultural context in
the Bible. We’re going to continue to need clear
and compelling explanations of the Bible and
its relevance for us today. Our task is to make it
understandable for today and the future!
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1. Parents Will Still Worry About Kids //
Investing in a thriving ministry to families is
one of the smartest things any local church can
do. There is always a new wave of young parents trying to figure out how to deal with sleep
deprivation and raising kids and every year
there are parents who are dealing with their
first-year high schooler. These anxieties aren’t
going anywhere! What can your church do to
help build a ministry to families that will attract
and impact them for years to come?
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5. People Will Be Self-Obsessed // We’re all
selfish and, at the core, that is the problem with
humanity. We choose our own path rather
than the path that helps others. We are most
interested in ourselves and our problems. Our
churches will continue to need to deal with this
reality. Often people come to church for “selfish” reasons — they’re looking to gain spiritual
insights or wanting to make friends, etc. Our
goal is to help people move beyond that. How
are we working to build a ministry that helps
people look beyond themselves?
6. The Poor Will Be Among Us // Poverty is a
persistent global problem. The church is called
to be the agent of change to help poor people.
It’s been central to what the church “does” since
our inception … and we’ll still be called to do
that 10 years from now. How are you working
to build a ministry that actually tackles poverty
in a measured and systematic way?
7. Gathering Together Will Still Matter //
Even in an increasingly “digital world” where
we spend more time connecting with each other through computers, we will still crave being
together. Humans are made to connect with
each other and in the future we will continue to
have an impulse to gather together. The value
of gathered events will shift from being primarily information dispensing to inspiration generating. How are you investing in your gathered
experiences to improve their effectiveness with
your community?

8. You’ll Be Stressed About Stuff // Leadership
is stressful. Always has been … always will
be. You’ll have more to do on your list than
you can do. There won’t be enough time at
the end of the week for what is left on the list.
You’ll be tempted to self-medicate with food,
brain-numbing media or some other more
destructive tool. Your body will be 10 years
older and you’ll be more physically limited than
you are today. What positive rhythms are you
picking up now to help you serve over the long
haul?
9. The World Will Be Smaller // Technology is
shrinking the world. Skype is just over 10 years
old and has revolutionized global communication by making it easy and cheap. People work
on global teams where they manage (or are
managed by) people from all over the world.
It used to be that only “missionaries” needed
to deal with cross-cultural communication
realities, but it has become the norm and will
become even more prevalent in the future.
How can we develop ministries that help people
live with this global reality? Our churches are
local, but what we are doing to help people live
a global life?

By Carey Nieuwhof
Every generation experiences change.
But sometimes you sense you’re in the midst
of truly radical change, the kind that happens
only every few centuries. Increasingly, I think
we’re in such a moment now.
Those of us in in Western culture who are over
age 30 were born into a culture that could conceivably still be called Christian. Now, as David
Kinnaman at the Barna Group has shown, even
in America, people who are churchless (having
no church affiliation) will soon eclipse the
churched.
In addition, 48% of Millennials (born between
1984-2002) can be called post-Christian in their
beliefs, thinking and worldview.
This post is part 4 of a 5 part series on why
people are attending church less often. Here
are the other parts of the series (including two
in-depth leadership podcast interviews):

PART 1: 10 Reasons Even Committed
Church Attenders Are Attending Less
Often.
PART 2: CNLP Episode 23: Why People
Are Attending Church Less Often—An
Interview with Will Mancini.
PART 3: 5 Ways to Embrace Infrequent
Church Attenders.
PART 5: CNLP Episode 24: Churchless:
Why and How America is Learning to
Live Without The Church—An Interview
with David Kinnaman.

If you want to access the podcast interviews
easily on your phone or other device, the best
way is to subscribe to my leadership podcast for
free on iTunes or Stitcher.
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10 PREDICTIONS
ABOUT THE
FUTURE CHURCH
AND SHIFTING
ATTENDANCE
PATTERNS
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I think the change we’re seeing around us
might one day be viewed on the same level as
what happened to the church after Constantine’s conversion or after the invention of the
printing press. Whatever the change looks like
when it’s done, it will register as a seismic shift
from what we’ve known.
So what will the future church be like? And
how should you and I respond?

PREDICTIONS…REALLY?
Okay, before we get going, a few things.
I realize making predictions can be a dangerous
thing. Maybe even a bit ridiculous . But I want
to offer a few thoughts because I’m passionate
about the mission of the church.
So, borne out of a love for the gathered church,
I offer a few thoughts. Consider it thinking in
pencil, not ink.
While no one’s really sure of what’s ahead,
talking about it at least allows us to position our
churches for impact in a changing world.

10 PREDICTIONS ABOUT
THE FUTURE CHURCH
So what’s likely for the future church? Here are
10 things I see.
1. THE POTENTIAL TO GAIN IS STILL
GREATER THAN THE POTENTIAL TO LOSE
I believe the potential to gain is greater than the
potential to lose. Why?
As despairing or as cynical as some might be
(sometimes understandably) over the church’s
future, we have to remind ourselves that the
church was Jesus’ idea, not ours.
It will survive our missteps and whatever
cultural trends happen around us. We certainly
don’t always get things right, but Christ has an
incredible history of pulling together Christians in every generation to share his love for a
broken world.
As a result, the reports of the church’s death
are greatly exaggerated.
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2. CHURCHES THAT LOVE THEIR MODEL
MORE THAN THE MISSION WILL DIE
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That said, many individual congregations and
some entire denominations won’t make it. The
difference will be between those who cling to
the mission and those who cling to the model.
When the car was invented, it quick took over
from the horse and buggy. Horse and buggy
manufacturers were relegated to boutique
status and many went under, but human transportation actually exploded. Suddenly average
people could travel at a level they never could
before.
The mission is travel. The model is a buggy, or
car, or motorcycle, or jet.

3. THE GATHERED CHURCH IS HERE
TO STAY

Look at the changes in the publishing, music
and even photography industry in the last few
years.

Read the comments on this blog or any other
church leader blog and you would think that
some Christians believe the best thing to do is
to give up on Christian gatherings of any kind.

See a trend? The mission is reading. It’s music.
It’s photography. The model always shifts….
moving from things like 8 tracks, cassettes and
CDs to MP3s and now streaming audio and
video.

This is naive.

Companies that show innovation around the
mission (Apple, Samsung) will always beat
companies that remain devoted to the method
(Kodak).

While some will leave, it does not change
the fact that the church has always gathered
because the church is inherently communal.
Additionally, what we can do gathered together
far surpasses what we can do alone. Which is
why there will always be an organized church
of some form.

Churches need to stay focused on the mission
(leading people into a growing relationship with
Jesus) and be exceptionally innovative in our
model.

So while our gatherings might shift and look
different than they do today, Christians will
always gather together to do more than we ever
could on our own.
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In the future church, being right will be less
important than doing right. Sure, that involves
social justice and meeting physical needs, but
it also involves treating people with kindness,
compassion in every day life and attending to
their spiritual well being.
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This is the kind of outward focus that drove the
rapid expansion of the first century church.
That’s why I’m very excited to be part of a
group of churches that has, at its heart, the desire to create churches unchurched people love
to attend. While the expression of what that
looks like may change, the intent will not.

4. CONSUMER CHRISTIANITY WILL DIE
AND A MORE SELFLESS DISCIPLESHIP WILL
EMERGE
Consumer Christianity asks What can I get from
God? It asks, What’s in it for me?
That leads us to evaluate our church, our faith,
our experience and each other according to our
preferences and whims. In many respects, even
many critics of the church who have left have
done so under the pull of consumer Christianity because ‘nothing’ meets their needs.
All of this is antithetical to the Gospel, which
calls us to die to ourselves—to lose ourselves for
the sake of Christ.
As the church reformats and repents, a more
authentic, more selfless church will emerge.
Sure, we will still have to make decisions about
music, gathering times and even some distinctions about what we believe, but the tone will
be different. When you’re no longer focused
on yourself and your viewpoint, a new tone
emerges.
5. SUNDAYS WILL BECOME MORE ABOUT
WHAT WE GIVE THAN WHAT WE GET
The death of consumer Christianity will change
our gatherings.
Our gatherings will become less about us and
more about Jesus and the world he loves. Rather than a gathering of the already-convinced,
the churches that remain will be decidedly outsider-focused. And word will be supplemented
with deeds.

6. ATTENDANCE WILL NO LONGER DRIVE
ENGAGEMENT; ENGAGEMENT WILL DRIVE
ATTENDANCE
Currently, many churches try to get people to
attend, hoping it drives engagement.
In the future, that will flip. The engaged will
attend, in large measure because only the
engaged will remain.
If you really think about this…engagement
driving attendance is exactly what has fuelled
the church at its best moments throughout
history. It’s an exciting shift.

For years, the assumption has been that the
more a church grew, the more activity it would
offer.
The challenge, of course, is that church can
easily end up burning people out. In some cases,
people end up with no life except church life.
Some churches offer so many programs for
families that families don’t even have a chance
to be families.

There’s a big discussion right now around
online church. I think in certain niches online
church might become the church for some who
simply have no other access to church.
But there is something about human relationship that requires presence. Because the church
at its fullest will always gather, online church
will supplement the journey. I believe that
online relationships are real relationships, but
they are not the greatest relationships people
can have.
Think of it like meeting someone online. You
can have a fantastic relationship. But if you fall
in love, you ultimately want to meet and spend
your life together.
So it is with Jesus, people and the church.
9. ONLINE CHURCH WILL BECOME MORE OF
A FRONT DOOR THAN A BACK DOOR
There’s no question that today online church
has become a back door for Christians who are
done with attending church.
While online church is an amazing supplement
for people who can’t get to a service, it’s still an
off ramp for Christian whose commitment to
faith is perhaps less than it might have been at
an earlier point.
Within a few years, the dust will settle and a
new role for online church and online ministry
will emerge. Online church has the potential to
become a massive front door for the curious,
the unconvinced and for those who want to
know what Christianity is all about.

The church at its best has always equipped people to live out their faith in the world. But you
have to be in the world to influence the world.
Churches that focus their energies on the few
things the church can uniquely do best will
emerge as the most effective churches moving
forward. Simplified churches will complement
people’s witness, not compete with people’s
witness.

In the same way you purchase almost nothing
without reading online reviews or rarely visit
a restaurant without checking it out online
first, a church’s online presence will be a first
home for people which for many, will lead to a
personal connection with Christ and ultimately
the gathered church.
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8. ONLINE CHURCH WILL SUPPLEMENT THE
JOURNEY BUT NOT BECOME THE JOURNEY
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7. SIMPLIFIED MINISTRIES WILL COMPLEMENT PEOPLE’S LIVES, NOT COMPETE WITH
PEOPLE’S LIVES
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10. GATHERINGS WILL BE SMALLER AND
LARGER AT THE SAME TIME
While many might think the mega-church
is dead, it’s not. And while others think
mega-churches are awful, there’s nothing
inherently bad about them. Size is somewhat
irrelevant to a church’s effectiveness.
There are bad mega-churches and bad small
churches. And there are wonderfully effective
mega-churches and wonderfully effective small
churches.
We will likely see large churches get larger.
Multisite will continue to explode, as churches
that are effective expand their mission.
At the same time, churches will also establish
smaller, more intimate gatherings as millennials
and others seek tighter connections and groups.
Paradoxically, future large churches will likely
become large not because they necessarily
gather thousands in one space, but because
they gather thousands through dozens of
smaller gatherings under some form of shared
leadership. Some of those gatherings might be
as simple as coffee shop and even home venues
under a simple structure.
We will see the emergence of bigger churches
and smaller churches at the same time as the
gathered church continues to change.

WHAT DO YOU SEE?
Ultimately, I have a lot of hope for the future
church. I hope you do too. The mission is too
important to feel otherwise.
If you want some even more specific changes
I think will characterize the future church
(including a few not covered here), check out
this post.
In the meantime, what do you see?

[READ MORE BY CAREY]

By Rich Birch

Seth Godin is an American author, entrepreneur, marketer and public speaker. Over
the years, I’ve been inspired, challenged and
shaped by Seth’s approach to communications
and marketing. Recently I had the privilege of
spending a day with him and could have easily
pulled out 88 insights from Seth, but I’ve boiled
it down to just a handful that I think are the
most salient for church leaders today and in the
future.
“People who settle are exposing themselves to
huge risks.”
Seth commented that in a hyperlinked global
culture choosing the “safe” path — the path of
working for the industrial giants of the past —
is risky. We need to innovate or attempt something new to stay ahead in today’s culture. As a
leader, am I choosing the “safe” path defined by
the previous generation or am I doing whatever
it takes to move forward?
Take Away: How can churches take risks to impact our culture? What risks should you take this
month to move your ministry forward?

“Gutenberg launched the printing press when
96% of the people in Europe were illiterate.”
Let this fact sink in: Gutenberg built a technology to solve a problem no one knew they had. If
we’re going to reach people no other church is
reaching, we have to do things that no one else
is doing. What does extravagant innovation
look like at your church? Why don’t churches
have R&D departments devoted to pushing the
envelope and making an impact in our culture?
Take Away: What are we doing that no one else is
doing to reach people no one else is reaching?
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8 INSIGHTS FROM
SETH GODIN FOR
CHURCH LEADERS

NEXT // unSeminary

14

“We live in a world where people pay real
money to raise invisible sheep!”
Seth used FarmVille, the online social media
game where people “farm” virtual plots of land,
as an example of an unpredictable outcome of
today’s culture and market. Culture is shifting
all around us … people are interacting in ways
that weren’t conceived of 5 years ago … and
we can’t dream of where we’ll be in another 5
years. I’ve always been struck by the fact that
we overestimate how rapidly technology will
change, but underestimate how quickly technological changes impact our society.
Take Away: How are you staying an active
learner to tap into where our culture is headed?
“If you can get someone to change … you are
making art.”
A driving force behind Seth’s dialog was how
we need to do things … make things … serve
people … in a way that changes people. It struck
me that this marketplace leader was talking
about life change as an outcome. As church
leaders, do we think enough about the change
we’re shooting for with our programs and
services?

Take Away: What would happen if you started
clearly articulating goals for how you want
people to change with every interaction with your
church?
“Anyone with a laptop is one click away from
anyone else with a laptop.”
The great outcome of the information technology revolution isn’t that we have access to
unlimited amounts of data … it’s that we have
unlimited access to people. Technology can be
about enabling relationships. At its core, church
is about connecting people.
Take Away: How can we leverage technology to
bring people together in our community?
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ed to foster discontent in an area and then
introduce a product to deliver the solution.
People have stopped listening to that sort of
advertising … they see right through it. They
need someone to help solve the problems they
actually have.
Take Away: Are we solving problems that people
perceive they have? Or are we trying to convince
them that they have the problem we want to solve?
“After 100 years of poking people … some stuff
stopped working so well.”
“Treat different people … differently.”
One of Seth’s core messages was that today’s
successful organizations market to smaller
niches rather than the masses. The “television
industrial complex” is dead. Stop trying to
reach the global dominant culture and start
aiming for smaller circles. This is a challenge
for church leaders, because we often focus on
gathering larger crowds. We celebrate church
leaders who are able to market themselves to
as broad a demographic as possible. Are we
rowing our boats in the wrong direction? Is
the future about niche-ministries like Game
Church and the house church movement?
Take Away: When was the last time your leadership team talked about which “niche” you are
trying to reach?
“You are yelling at people who think they
have a problem that you can’t solve …”
Seth implored us to stop trying to “create the
need” in people through marketing, and instead
to find people with a problem and help them
solve it. Marketing has traditionally attempt-

Seth had some comical old and odd advertisements for us to check out, like babies wrapped
in plastic … starting drinking cola young …
crazy sexist stuff … and doctors preferring
Camels! Although these ads get laughs today,
they also point to a cultural shift and a growing
suspicion of marketing. People are sick of all the
targeting, segmenting and marketing. Our role
in communications today is to connect people
and share experiences, not to “sell” them on
what we have in the warehouse.
Take Away: What are we advertising at our
churches today that we’re probably going to laugh
at 5 years from now? (Be honest!) Should we stop
it now to save ourselves embarrassment in the
future?
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4 EFFECTIVE FRAMEWORKS
TO ARTICULATE CHANGE
TO YOUR TEAM
(PLUS 4 FREE POWERPOINT
TEMPLATES TO USE!)
By Rich Birch

You have a meeting coming up with your
team in which you need to walk them through
a change at your church … how should you
structure the information? The way you communicate change is a critical part of the process.

The following approaches work well as frameworks for presentations in meetings. You could
also use them in any communications to your
team: emails, voice memos, ebooks, etc. When
you are in the middle of a “change management” process, you need to communicate information over and over … don’t get stuck in a
rut! Use a variety of approaches to explain why
change is critical at your church.
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Helpful: This approach can be particularly helpful in “change management” situations because
you can show how the future is connected to
where the church has already been. This will
reduce some people’s anxieties.
Limitations: Choose the “starting point” wisely. It
needs to be the agreed upon beginning to move
people towards where you are headed. If you
start in the wrong part of the story, you’ll lose
some people.
Examples: How Summer Camp Has Evolved
Over the Years; The Story of How People Grow
at Our Church; How Bill Got Connected to Our
Church
The List // Create a list of items related to what
you are talking about. The order doesn’t matter,
but together the items should cover the entire
topic. (Clearly, we use this framework all the
time at unSeminary.)
Helpful: When there is a wide variety of items
to present. Easy for people to jump in and out of.
Limitations: It can feel like a “fire hose” of information that people are left to categorize on
their own.
Examples: 6 Changes Our Church is Making to
Summer Camp; 12 Reasons We’re Canceling
Sunday Evening Service; 3 Tools for Inviting
Your Friends Next Weekend
[Click to download List PowerPoint Template]

[Click to download Chronological PowerPoint
Template]
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Chronological // Take people on a journey!
Start with what happened first and then lead
them through the timeline of what happened
next and finally to where things are going.

18
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Problem & Solution // Explore the problem
your church is facing and then present the
solution to relieve it! “Aggravating” the problem
is key to this approach. People need to feel and
understand the problem before they will move
forward. We change when the pain of staying
the same is bigger than the pain to change.
Helpful: Great for when the stakes are high and
change needs to happen quickly. Draws a stark
contrast between what is and what needs to be.
Compare & Contrast // Draw out the differences between two ideas or approaches to show
where you want to go.
Helpful: This works particularly well when
people have experienced what you are comparing. Take people to a church that is excelling in
one area and compare it to how your church is
performing in the same area.
Limitations: This approach can be distracting if
the comparison isn’t crystal clear because you’ll
spend most of your time bringing people up to
speed, rather than focusing on how it should
impact your church.
Examples: Lessons Learned from Walt Disney
World to Apply to Our Camp; A Survey of
Service Times from 10 of the Fastest Growing
Churches in the Country; How Chick-fil-A
Grows and What that Means for Our Church
[Click to download Compare & Contrast PowerPoint Template]

Limitations: Use this approach sparingly and
wisely. When done effectively, people will feel
the pain associated with not changing. However, sometimes that pain generates unpredictable
responses in how people respond.
Examples: Camp Is Broken … This is How We’ll
Fix It; Better Uses for Sunday Evenings at Our
Church; What Happens When People Stop
Inviting Friends to Church
[Click to download Problem & Solution PowerPoint Template]
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THE GOSPEL WE PREACH
DETERMINES THE
CHURCHES THAT EXIST
Why does the gospel preached in
America produce homogeneous
churches?
Whether you are a church planter, pastor, or
other Christ-follower, I hope you will seriously
grapple with the words of my good friend and
doctoral advisor, New Testament scholar Scot
McKnight. In his book A Community Called
Atonement: Living Theology, he shares some
powerful and sobering thoughts about how the
gospel that the apostle Paul preached produced
local churches that were much different than
ours are today in America.

By Derwin L. Gray

He writes, “About 90 percent of American
churches have developed in such a way that
about 90 percent of the people in those churches are of the same color. Which is to say that
only about 10 percent of churches are integrated. Why might this be so? Michael Emerson
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’The gospel we preach shapes the
kind of churches we create. The
kind of church we have shapes the
gospel we preach.

To win Jews and Gentiles, Paul says, “I have
become all things to all people so that by all
possible means I might save some. I do all this
for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its
blessings” (1 Cor. 9:22b, ESV).
Paul planted and built multiethnic churches
for the “sake of the gospel” because at the heart
of the gospel that Paul preached was reconciliation between God and man and between
man and man. Man was separated from God,
thus man was separated from one another. The
gospel unites all.
THE GOSPEL PAUL PREACHED
The gospel that is preached in America produces homogeneous churches. But the gospel Paul
preached in the first-century, Greco-Roman
world produced multiethnic, multiclass churches. Reflect on these texts (emphasis added):
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is
neither slave nor free, there is no male and
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal.
3:28, ESV).
“Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised
and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave,
free; but Christ is all, and in all” (Col. 3:11, ESV).
“I am under obligation both to Greeks and to
barbarians . . . For I am not ashamed of the
gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to
everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also
to the Greek” (Rom. 1:14, 1:16, ESV).

According to another leading New Testament
scholar, N.T. Wright in Paul and the Faithfulness
of God, “The reconciliation of Jew and Greek,
particularly, was obviously near the heart of
Paul’s aim . . . Paul wanted to see as the result of
all his labours cross-culturally united worship.”
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and Christian Smith, in their prophetic book
Divided by Faith, conclude with this: ’The processes that generate church growth, internal
strength, and vitality in a religious marketplace
also internally homogenize and externally divide people. Conversely, the processes intended
to promote the inclusion of different peoples
also tend to weaken the internal identity,
strength, and vitality of volunteer organizations.’ In other words, ’The gospel we preach
shapes the kind of churches we create. The
kind of church we have shapes the gospel we
preach.’”
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Intrinsic to Paul’s gospel was a barrier-breaking, hostility-destroying power that brought
ethnically diverse people together in Christ
and created a species of humanity that was
no longer defined by its tribe or ethnicity, but
by Christ. Marinate on Paul’s God-inspired
words of Ephesians 2:14-16: “For he himself is
our peace, who has made us both one and has
broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of
hostility by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in ordinances, that he might
create in himself one new man in place of the
two, so making peace, and might reconcile us
both to God in one body through the cross,
thereby killing the hostility” (ESV).
According to Paul,
1 Jesus is the peace that brings ethnically
diverse people together.
2 Jesus breaks down walls that divide ethnically different people.

3 Jesus creates a new man or new human
species. Before Jesus, only Jews and non-Jews
existed. After Jesus, a new group of people was
created in him, called the church.
4 Through the cross, individual sins are forgiven, different ethnic groups are reconciled, and
hostility between people has been killed.
As Paul writes in these verses, these four gospel
realities are complete. God’s people just need
to walk in the “good works” Jesus has prepared
beforehand for us to walk in (Eph. 2:8-10).
FINAL THOUGHTS
Whether you are pastor, church planter or
Christ-follower, ask yourself this question:
Is the gospel I’m hearing and believing in
accordance with Paul’s passion to see the local
church be ethnically diverse?
Marinate on that.

[READ MORE BY DERWIN]

I (Brad) remember as a child in the ‘80s seeing
vivid televised images of starving African kids.
Grotesque, overwhelming images.
I can actually recall sitting in my brother’s
bedroom watching Ethiopian famine vaulted
to a little television screen in central Kentucky,
and feeling completely helpless to do anything
about it. I also remember wondering why
God didn’t just fix it. Why God didn’t pour out
rain over Africa or make some kind of manna
appear to end the famine. Why God couldn’t
figure out how to make suffering stop.

By Kara Powell & Brad M. Griffin
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I DOUBT IT:MAKING SPACE
FOR HARD QUESTIONS
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When we asked our students in college to reflect back on the doubts they remembered having during high school, their responses tended
to cluster around four central questions:

Why, God?

1. Does God exist?
2. Does God love me?
3. Am I living the life God wants?
4. Is Christianity true/the only way to God?

Those two words have punctuated the beginning of a faith crisis for more than a few believers through the ages. Especially when marked
with big questions about the world or about
personal circumstances for which easy answers
simply don’t come.

As we’ve shared these questions with leaders
and parents across the country, one of the
resounding responses has been that these are
questions adults have, too. Perhaps when we’re
silent about our own faith questions, our kids
don’t know they can ask them out loud.

Unfortunately, many of us have experienced periods of questioning that were met with silence,
trite fix-it Bible quotations, or a well-meaning
“Just have faith” from those around us. In short,
our questions and doubts were pushed underground and either blocked out or left to grow
like cancer until they overtook our faith.
Whether students in your ministry or kids in
your home are disturbed by today’s wars and
famines, or wondering about God’s goodness in
the midst of fifth-period algebra, their questions
and doubts are begging to be known. The question before us is: Will we let them be known?

DOUBT IN THE RESEARCH
Some of us may come from traditions or training that suggest that doubt is troubling or even
sinful. But our Sticky Faith research findings
show that doubt can help form our faith in
stronger and perhaps more lasting ways.
1. Doubts happen
Seventy percent of the students in our study of
youth group graduates reported that they had
doubts in high school about what they believed
about God and the Christian faith, and just as
many felt like they wanted to talk with their
youth leaders about their doubts. Yet less than
half of those students actually talked with leaders. Likewise, less than half talked with their
youth group peers about their doubts.
So if you do the math here (and at FYI we can’t
resist), that means that seven of every ten students is struggling with doubts—but only one or
two of those ten is likely to have had conversations about those doubts with anyone. In other
words, a lot of kids are wrestling with tough
questions alone and in silence.

2. Safety matters
Safety to express doubt seems to be connected
with stronger faith. High school seniors who
feel most free to express doubt and discuss their
personal problems with adults show greater
faith maturity in college. Further, among those
who had doubts and did talk with leaders or
peers about them, about half found these conversations helped them. This helpfulness was
also linked to stronger faith.
It might be that simply creating safe spaces for
young people to explore hard questions can
deepen faith.

The same was true of dialogue with other
students. In fact, the stretching experiences
most connected to Sticky Faith were interactions with other students; particularly with
people of other faiths, and with students of
other cultures/ethnicities. We often fear that
the increased diversity of lifestyle and belief
that many students encounter in college will
weaken their faith; in our research, the opposite seems to be true.
Other research has found similar connections
between college students’ faith and experiences. In fact, some studies have shown that faith
can grow as we encounter the following sorts
of significant struggles as well as engage with
new people:
1. Exposure to diverse ways of thinking, whether through other students, classes, or some
other source.
2. Multicultural exposure, through mission
trips, living in another culture, befriending
someone from another culture, or even reading
about people from other cultures.

4. Doubts aren’t necessarily the end of faith
Lest we be misunderstood, simply having
doubts doesn’t transfer into more mature faith.
For many students, struggling with faith can
in fact lead to weakened faith, at least in the
short term. One of the scales we incorporated
in our third-year survey was the “Spiritual
Struggles Scale.” Students were asked to indicate
the extent to which each item on a list of
religious struggles (e.g., “Felt distant from God,”
“Questioned my religious/spiritual beliefs,”)
had described them in college. We found that
the more frequent students’ experiences of
struggling with belief, the less likely they were
to show Sticky Faith. This left us to wonder
whether these students received the support
they needed in the midst of their struggle.

3. Relationship, health, or emotional challenges
like significant illness, conflict with parents, or
other negative experiences.

25

When young people feel safe to share doubts
and struggles with peers and adults, they also
feel more supported by God. Our study explored
correlations between a scale measuring this
concept of “God support”—the extent to which
someone feels that God cares about their lives,
feels close to God, and feels valued by God —and
a number of other factors. Safe environments
for expressing doubts were positively correlated
with God support in those analyses. Talking
with adults about doubts is also linked to feeling
supported by God. And feeling more supported
by God is linked to stronger faith maturity as
measured in other scales. So it seems as though
there’s a connection between students’ perception of God, their perceived safety to express
doubt, and their actual faith maturity.

On the other side of struggle, we asked students
about various events and the extent to which
they strengthened or weakened faith. Interestingly, experiences of loneliness, anxiety, and
feeling overwhelmed seem to push students
toward God. These feelings were reported as
strengthening faith, and when we analyzed
them alongside measures of faith, we found
strong correlations.
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3. Students’ view of God makes a difference
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In her classic study on crisis and faith, Margaret Hall discovered that those who showed the
most spiritual depth after experiencing crises
were those who had consciously reoriented
their faith in order to overcome the crisis. In
other words, they were attentive to the ways
their faith must change so they could climb out
of the pit of despair.
One student in our study described a similar
experience:

Entering my sophomore year of college,
I became very, I guess, disappointed with
life. I had all these ideas about college and it
wasn’t necessarily going how I wanted. I was
feeling very far away from God and very dry
spiritually, struggling to find a church and a
church family where I could fit in at school.
And as I went through that long struggle,
basically spiritual darkness … when I came
out of it I found God kind of waiting for me
on the other side, and realized that he’d been
with me through that struggle, through that
time of question and doubt and searching.

MAKING SPACE FOR DOUBT
Thankfully, we don’t need to leave young
people doubting alone in our ministries or our
homes. Below are some ideas for creating space
in our relationships and programs with adolescents where their questions can be both heard
and unpacked.
1. Creating Safe Zones
The perception that “good Christians don’t
doubt” can easily (and sometimes unintentionally) be fostered in youth ministry. This understanding can be intensified by the letdowns that
may follow retreat and camp highs and hype,
haunting students who wake up the next week
and don’t “feel God” as viscerally as before.
Our responsibility to the kids in our care
includes creating safe places for questions that
emerge along the faith journey. In the family,
small group settings, mentoring relationships,

and in the context of the broader youth ministry,
how are doubts and struggles being voiced, and
how are they being received?
One ministry we know is working to create
space for struggles and doubts to be safely heard.
They now close each session of their fifth-andsixth-grade group with 56 seconds of silence
where kids can write down any question on a
note card. The hope is to make asking questions
a normal part of faith development starting in
early adolescence, even if those questions don’t
all get answered right away.
Another church from one of our Sticky Faith
Cohorts is working hard to create space for
doubt in the midst of its Confirmation program.
At the conclusion of the six-month process,
most students write a statement of faith. Last
year one student felt safe enough to write a
“Statement of Doubt” instead. This allowed her
to share openly with the community that her
own journey of faith wasn’t yet at the place of
trusting Christ. Several months later, she came
to the point where she had wrestled through her
doubts and decided to be baptized as an expression of her newfound trust. Alongside her were
several adults who had supported her, prayed for
her, and walked with her through her valley of
doubt to the other side of faith.

Some students will leave our ministries or homes
and face new questions and doubts in college
that they haven’t wondered about before. Giving
them a healthy heads-up about this before they
leave home can help doubt become a building
block for new, deeper faith.

A lament can be defined simply as a cry out to
God. It’s both an act of grief and of asking for
help. In fact, lament is usually something we do
in the dark places—often the darkest points of
our life journeys. For example, Psalm 88 ends
with the phrase, “darkness is my closest friend”
(v. 18).
One of the most frequently-asked questions
in scripture is “How long, oh Lord?” It’s an
important question because it calls God to
do something to end our pain or the pain of
others. Laments like this don’t answer all of
our questions, but lamenting can be a helpful
part of strengthening our faith by reminding us
that answers aren’t everything. As the psalmists
proclaim over and over, the unfailing love of
God isn’t wiped out by anything: not our crises,
not our doubts, and not even our sins.
By weaving lament into our corporate worship
and prayer life, we open up the possibility that
kids might feel freer to share their own hard
questions, and maybe even write or sing their
own psalms of lament.

3. Preparing Seniors for Doubt and Dialogue
During our research, one youth pastor from
Tennessee shared with us: “Every year in the fall
I get phone calls—usually in the middle of the
night—from students after they get a campus

Alongside new doubts in college is often new
dialogue. Students need to understand the
basics of Christian faith in order to discuss their
faith with others, and training in core beliefs
(sometimes called apologetics) can be helpful.
However, learning to argue about faith may not
be the most helpful approach. Reflecting on her
teenage years, author Alisa Harris writes about
her own experience of being trained to give
these kinds of responses: “I was taught that faith
was so simple and easily grasped that I could
argue someone into it, which ended up shaking
my faith when I found that belief wasn’t simple,
and argumentation and evidence could only take
me so far.” As we prepare seniors for talking
about faith after high school, we will do well to
avoid oversimplifying belief into neat tenets that
resolve every question with a proof-text answer.
In response to youth workers’ requests and
in partnership with youth pastor Jim Candy,
we’ve recently released a curriculum for high
school students called Can I Ask That? The small
group discussion format is designed as a tool to
help you engage dialogue around some of these
tough questions while students are still with you
in high school ministry (or it could be used by
parents as well). Learn more.
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While scripture doesn’t always give us answers
to all our questions, the Bible does have a
surprising place where doubts and struggles are
freely expressed: the book of Psalms. While we
tend to think of the psalms as a book of praises,
the writers of the Hebrew songs and prayers
that became their worship book were not afraid
to ask God to show up in the midst of ugly situations. Out of the 150 psalms, over one-third
are considered laments.

ministry visit where they’re asked if they ever
doubt. If they say yes, they’re told they don’t
have enough faith. They call me back confused,
asking, ‘Is it okay to doubt or not?’”
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2. Learning to Lament
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FALLING IN THE LIGHT
One of the things we do in my (Brad’s) church
is regularly remind ourselves to live out our
core values. In affirming authenticity as one
of those values, we state that as we struggle
and stumble through our faith journeys, “…we
encourage one another to ‘fall in the light’—to
readily admit our mistakes, not to hide or try to
cover them up.” Falling in the light. I like that
image not only for thinking about mistakes, but
also about our fall into questions and doubt.
When students around us fall into seasons of
uncertainty, let’s help them fall in the light of
Christ and Christ’s people, ready to catch and
hold them through doubt and back into faith.

ACTION POINTS
How do you tend to respond when a student
asks a hard question about God? What do you
think your first response does to open up space
for more questioning or shut that space down?
Share this article with others in your ministry
or with other parents. Then get together and
share ideas for how you can collectively make
it safe for kids to express their doubts and
struggles.
Gather a group of students and ask them for
their perception of whether it’s okay to share
faith struggles in your ministry (or do this with
your kids at home). Ask for their input on ways
you can create a more supportive environment
as well as actively seek answers to the questions that arise.

[READ MORE BY KARA
& BRAD]

By Rich Birch

I recently finished reading Peter Diamandis
and Steven Kotler’s book Bold, which is all
about looking at areas of exponential change
in the culture around us and leveraging those
opportunities. It is a great read for leaders
looking to expand their thinking about the
future. One part of the conversation is recent
breakthroughs in artificial intelligence and
the role it might play in our daily lives in the
near future. It got me thinking about how this
technology might also impact churches.

Then I listened to an NPR podcast called Planet
Money, which explored the role of “robots” in
today’s world and the areas where they are outpacing human abilities. There was a fascinating
conversation about how military folks suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder preferred an experimental “robot therapist” over a
human therapist. It got me thinking about how
this sort of artificial intelligence might be a part
of our pastoral care in the future.
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IS IT POSSIBLE TO
TRAIN ROBOTS TO DO
PASTORAL CARE?
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Listen to a 6-minute excerpt
from the program

Did you hear the sincerity in that soldier’s
voice? He feels more able to talk with a system
that he knows isn’t human because of its
inability to judge him! It accepts him for who
he is and keeps the conversation moving along.
What if we trained systems like this to help
people understand scripture more clearly?
Would there be a way to use a system like
this to provide people with real-time pastoral
counseling? Imagine an app that listens in on
parents’ conversations with their kids and then
gives some coaching from the teaching of Jesus
on how to respond next.
Science fiction? Maybe … or maybe not.
Cleverbot is a web application that uses an
artificial intelligence algorithm to have conversations with humans. If you haven’t had a “conversation” with Cleverbot, you should give it a
try. At a conference in 2011, attendees had to
choose which responses to questions where human and which were Cleverbot. People mistook
Cleverbot for a human 59% of the time and
correctly identified the human participants 63%
of the time. [ref] Only a 4% difference between
human and machine in general conversation is
really close. At any given moment, Cleverbot is
having 80,000 simultaneous conversations … to

put that in context, according to the American
Association of Christian Counselors there are
just shy of 50,000 Christian counselors in
the entire country. [ref] One web program is
outpacing the entire Christian counseling community by a wide margin. People want to talk
through their issues and are choosing to chat
with an artificial intelligence to do it … today.
Another interesting system is Eliza, an early
example of artificial intelligence developed in
the 1960s that still holds up today when you
interact with … her? Eliza was designed to
emulate a Rogerian psychotherapist. By using a
simple logic flow to respond to inputs from the
user, Eliza attempts to help people understand
themselves. She isn’t sophisticated at all but if
users stick to talking about themselves, you’d be
amazed at how human the system can seem. I
wonder if a similar system could be developed
that would help people process their prayer
items. It could recall what users prayed about

It seems like these ideas are starting to seep
into the popular culture. The 2011 movie Her
is set slightly in the future and is about a
middle-aged man on the brink of a divorce
from his high school sweetheart who falls in
love with his artificial intelligence computer
operating system. What starts as innocent conversations about his thought life ends up in a
full-on affair between him and his computer. It
seems weirdly impossible, in the same way that
the 1998 Jim Carrey movie The Truman Show
seemed inconceivable before the explosion of
reality TV just a few years later. What if Her
is actually tapping into a deeper reality that’s
bubbling up around us … that people are more
comfortable talking to computers than to other
people?
Technology is a great partner in human development. Information and communication
technology have always been about extending
human abilities. In the same way that a hammer makes it possible for my hand and wrist
to do more physical work, these technologies
give me the ability to do more mental work.
Spreadsheets allow us to calculate and track a
ton of data but then our human minds need
to analyze what that data is telling us … the
spreadsheet augments our human abilities.
Email allows us to hold hundreds or thousands
of time-shifted conversations but it’s our ability
to relate to people that needs to be at the core
of online interactions … email is doing some of
the heavy lifting in communicating but then

What uses for artificial intelligence could you
see in the discipleship of people?
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we need to bring ourselves to those interactions
with family and friends. At what point will we
use artificial intelligence to extend and scale
our human abilities to care for one another? Is
it possible that around the corner we will deploy this technology to help people grow closer
to Jesus? Or will we echo the Luddites from
the 1810s who resisted the mechanical boom
because of its impact on the way things have
always been done?
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earlier and remind them of those issues. It
would prompt them to continue to pray or to
celebrate answers to prayer.
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6 CHALLENGES DIGITAL
NATIVES PRESENT
FOR GEN-X
CHURCH LEADERS
By Rich Birch

“By age 20, children will have spent 20,000
hours online — the same amount of time a
professional piano player would have spent
practicing…” – Dr. Urs Gasser (co-author of
Born Digital)
Students graduating from high school this year
are at the leading edge of the digital native
generation. Information technology dominates
their lives like no other generation. They may
have been given a Nintendo Game Boy to
play with in the crib. GPS satellite navigation
systems have always been available to them.
Ubiquitous broadband internet access has always been available on their computers. They
don’t know a world where you can’t ask Google
the answer to any question.
There was a time when being a Gen-X church
leader was intriguing and maybe even cool but
our time is fading. (Remember all those Gen-X
ministries in the late ‘90s? They seem funny
now.) Our attention must turn to how we pass
along the message and community of Jesus to
the digital natives coming up around us. Gen-X
church leaders are digital immigrants who were
born before the existence of pervasive information technology. We adopted it to some extent

Which “Profile” Is Your True Self? Digital
natives have been in and out of virtual worlds
since an early age. Crafting and curating various online personas is a survival skill of this
generation. How do multiple online personas
impact complex pastoral issues?

Vulnerability on Steroids. Radical openness is
a hallmark of digital natives. “You don’t have
it all together … we’ve searched for your name
online and found those pics from that college
party.” Digital natives expect leaders to be open
and honest about who they really are. What
seems like oversharing today will be the norm
in the future.
No Inactive Spectators. Digital natives are creators of content. They reflexively craft digital
content and share it through social networks.
They don’t want to just sit and receive content
from you — they want to engage in the process
of shaping what is happening. They are also
used to being vocal critics of what others are
doing through online reviews and comments.
We need to find ways to leverage the participatory nature of content production to drive spiritual development. Inviting them to sit in a class
and learn from an “expert” isn’t going to work
anymore. [Check out Forrester’s Social Technographics Data to explore this idea further.]
Massive Information Processing Skills. Digital
natives often “graze” bullet points of articles
and don’t read the full article. They surf from
one YouTube clip to another and then jump
through 10 Wikipedia articles on related topics.
Digital natives process information very quickly. What place does the traditional 35-minute
message have in a world where people skip to
the next online video after 60 seconds because
the first one wasn’t moving along fast enough?
Flexible Online Collaboration Culture. Digital
natives will work in increasingly decentralized environments that focus on results — not
command and control hierarchy. To people
accustomed to the new environment, the
church may seem an antiquated and inefficient
way to impact the world. Will our leadership
structures reflect the post-corporate reality that
digital natives are creating?
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Local? How 20th Century! Digital natives are
used to pursuing information and assistance
from around the world. They are experts in
locating the solution they need — wherever it
comes from. Why would digital natives come
and listen to a speaker at your church when
they can access the best teaching from anywhere in the world?
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later in life. To serve the next generation, we
need to understand how their relationship to
technology has shaped them. Here are some
observations:
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Congratulations on ten years of ministry
at Elevation Church! One of the things that
stands out is your church’s community service
and $20,000,000 you’ve given away. What
role do you think compassion and community
partnerships play for churches in the future
who want to make an impact?
Compassion and partnership should be synonymous with being a Christian. So to talk about
their roles in the local church is like asking
what role do you think teamwork plays in a
football game. You can play without it, but
you’re not going to win much. I want to be
successful in how we serve our communities,
because we’re helping people, not just growing

a church. The biggest obstacle is often that we
lose our way and begin using people to grow
the church, instead of using the church to grow
people.
On top of that, what better investment can we
make than to partner with organizations and
resource them with people, money, and time, so
they can continue to do more of what they’re
already doing effectively. We have a belief that
we need to partner with ministry more than we
need to create new ministry opportunities. God
already has so much in motion, there’s usually
not a lack of programs. The need is often about
strengthening foundations. And that’s a role our
church can play.

INTERVIEW WITH
PASTOR STEVEN FURTICK
FROM ELEVATION CHURCH
Elevation has always kept on the edge creatively … how are your teams ensuring they
continue to pursue creativity and not get stale
as your church grows older?
Not getting stale is part of the conversation,
but it’s not the biggest motivation. If we want
to reach people, then we better make sure we
communicate our message in a way that shows
we understand the world that people live in. I
really do believe, it’s not only what you say, but
how you say it too.
I used to ask myself, “how’s this going to
preach?” when preparing for a sermon. Over
the years, my approach has evolved. These
days, I try to ask myself, “what kind of person
is this going to create?” It’s a different starting
place. We try to apply that same principle to
what we do creatively.
For our church, staying creative is about realizing the person who comes to church may have
just been surfing Netflix, listening to Kanye, or
watching a Disney movie. When they come to
church, they already have a standard. Obviously, we’re not Disney, and we’re not trying to
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be. But we are trying to create with the highest
standards possible. Does it help you understand? Does it connect? Does it inspire you to
take action? Those are the standards that have
to matter most to us. And if it accomplishes
those things and is edgy or flashy at the same
time, that’s even better.
Clearly Elevation is doing a great job developing leaders to reach new communities through
campus expansion ... what is a new lesson
you’ve learned about developing leaders at
your church recently?
Church leadership is about learning to see
yourself the way God sees you. That may sound
a little generic, but it really is the truth. If I can
help our leaders discover for themselves what
it is that God really wants to do through them,
it makes all the difference. If I help our leaders
realize the feelings of being unqualified and inadequate are normal. And God uses people who
wonder if they’ve got what it takes, not in spite
of those feelings, but because of those feelings.
It doesn’t matter if we’re talking about a
15-year-old or a 45-year-old, if you help someone develop a vision for their life, you’ve done
one of the best things you can do for someone.
And developing that vision starts with seeing
yourself the way God sees you, not the way you
see yourself.
What lessons have you learned from leading
over these last 10 years that you wished you
knew when you and your team started Elevation?
I wish I knew that the blessings and the battles
weighed the same. Meaning, the battle and
blessing are the same. It goes both ways, with
every battle comes a blessing and with every
blessing comes a battle. Many of us have big
dreams, but we may not be considering the
battles that are required to see the dreams come
to pass. And that’s not supposed to be a discouragement, but a reminder to set the right expectations. Because having the right expectations
out of the gate, changes everything. Don’t start
praying for and dreaming about something
you’re not willing to fight for.
Who are you learning from these days? What
churches or organizations inspire and motivate
you?
There are so many churches doing great work
today. I try to learn from whoever I can. It’s
something big from one and something small

from another. But it’s not just churches for me
these days. I can be listening to a John Mayer
song and discover a connection he makes in
his lyrics. Or I can be watching a TV preacher
and hear a scripture passage I’ve read 25 times
come alive in a new way. I try to keep a “bucket”
in Evernote, so whenever I have a moment
and something hits me, I drop it in the bucket.
I’ve got way more material in the bucket than
will ever see the light of day, but it helps keep
me current in how I approach my preaching,
leadership, and motivation.x
What would you say to a next generation
leader who has a dream to see a similar level of
impact Elevation has but in their community?
Don’t expect to find a team that’s ready to go,
you’ll have to build it along the way. It’s one
of the questions I get most often from people,
“Where did you find…?” It’s usually Chunks, our
CFA. We’ve been together for a long time, and
the assumption is he came out of the package
ready to go. The reality is, we’ve been through
a lot over the past 10 years, and he’s ready to go
today, because of all we struggled through together to get to this point. I poured everything
I had into our church and this relationship, and
what people see today was built, not found. We
have to be careful not to overlook the commitment that comes along with the calling we pray for.

I love leaders. And especially next generation leaders. Specifically those leaders who are currently in their 20’s and
30’s. And I’m incredibly hopeful regarding this next wave of
leaders. Incredibly excited and hopeful and expectant. Expectant that they are going to take the reins and move things
forward like no other generation before them. Here’s a few
reasons why I’ve got great confidence in the next generation
of leaders:
1. Passion for God. Everyone seems to think
we’ve lost a generation of Christ followers in
our country, but after seeing the 23,000 college
students gathered at Passion a few weeks ago,
and the 20,000 + who gather at Urbana every
other year, and the 20,000 who were just in
Kansas City for the IHOP One Thing gather-

By Brad Lomenick

ing- this instills confidence that the next generation of leaders love Jesus and are passionate
about serving Him and making Him known for
their generation. Read Gabe Lyons’ latest book
The Next Christians for further explanation
and clarity.
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WHY I’M EXCITED ABOUT
THE NEXT WAVE OF
LEADERS
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7. Not willing to wait. Young leaders are
ambitious and passionate about making a
difference now. Not willing to wait their turn.
They want to influence now. Evidence of this
is the explosion of church planters in the last
4-5 years.

2. Willing to work together. 20 and 30 somethings are more willing to collaborate than any
other generation before. They trust each other.
Really. And see collaboration as the starting
point, not some grandiose vision of teamwork
that is far off in the distance. Collaboration is
now the norm.
3. Don’t care who gets the credit. For the next
generation- it’s Way less about who, and way
more about what.
4. Generosity and sharing are the new
currencies of our culture. In business, relationships, networks, platforms, technology,
distribution, content delivery, etc- Open source
is the new standard. This new wave of leaders
has tools/resources such as Twitter, Facebook,
LinkedIn, YouTube, Flickr, Instagram, and tons
more social media tools that make influencing
much more readily available.
5. Understand the holistic responsibility of
influence - willing to connect all of life together- faith, compassion, charity, work, career,
church, family, friends. It’s all connected.
There is way less compartmentalizing of life
among the next generation of leaders.
6. Authenticity wins. Trust is incredibly
important. Leaders won’t have followers going
forward unless they trust them and see that
they are authentic and real. Authenticity is not
only important to the next generation, it’s
a requirement.

8. See social justice as the norm. Leaders
who care about the poor and lean into causes
and see the social gospel as a key ingredient
to following Christ are no longer seen as the
exception. Young Leaders see taking care of the
poor and sharing the Gospel as BOTH crucial
to the advancement of the Church and of God’s
Kingdom. 20 somethings I believe are and will
continue to become more balanced in their
pursuit of both. They don’t have to be one or
the other.
9. Seeking wisdom and mentors. Overall, I
sense that 20 and 30 somethings are highly
willing to be mentored, and are hungry for
wisdom from older leaders around them. Those
of us Gen X’ers tend to think we have it all
figured out. Millenials and Gen Y are assumed
to have it all figured out because they have so
many tools and technology at their fingertips.
But from what I’ve experienced, they still are
seeking wisdom, just as much as any other
generation before them.
Are you excited or scared about the next wave
of leaders?

[READ MORE BY BRAD]
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More Memories than Vision // A sure sign that
your ministry is slipping into Signs of a struggling churchatrophy is when you pine for the
“good ole days” or you look back fondly on what
happened years ago. If what has happened
seems better than what is going to happen …
you may be headed for irrelevance. Is the view
in your rearview mirror bigger than the one in the
front window?

7 WARNING SIGNS YOUR
CHURCH IS STRUGGLING
By Rich Birch

NEXT // unSeminary

Often in church leadership, we get so busy
working “in the church” that it becomes harder
to work “on the church.” We’re so focused
on making weekends happen and caring for
people that we lose perspective on whether
we’re seeing a difference in our community.
The reality is, as church leaders we can be
consumed with activity but have a lack of focus
to push forward. Sometimes it’s hard to see if
we’re making any difference or slipping into
irrelevance. Here are a few early warning signs
that your church might be struggling to fulfill
its redemptive potential.
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No Sacrificial Giving to Next Generation //
Who is going to pass on the message of Jesus to
the next generation, if not you and your leadership? If you can’t identify the areas where
you prefer the next generation over your own
generation, you might be creeping toward your
demise. Does your senior leadership team actively
support and resource ministries with younger
generations?
Never Say No // A sure sign that a church has
lost its way is when it loses its ability to discern
what activities push it toward its mission and
which don’t. The end result is a church with a
lot of activity but no progress. Busyness does
not equal effectiveness. Churches with clear vision are defined more by what they avoid doing
than what they choose to do. When was the last
time your leadership decided against a good idea to
pursue the great one?

Lack Faith-Based Risks // Churches that make
an impact are taking risks … actual risks. They
put stuff on the line to accomplish what they
believe God is calling them to. They step out in
trust and ask God to give them clarity for the
next steps. When was the last time your pulse
quickened because of something you risked as a
church?
You Don’t Eat Your Own Dog Food // If the
staff of the church wouldn’t attend if they
weren’t getting paid, it’s a sure sign something
is seriously wrong. Why are you taking money
from a church that you don’t love? What does that
say about you?
Narrow Donor Base // On a practical note: if
there is a very small donor pool funding the
mission of the church, it’s a sign of the church’s
inability to engage a broader community. Why
hasn’t your church been able to connect with more
than a handful of donors?

Form Over Function // Organizations that have
lost their grip on making a difference become
more concerned with the “how” of ministry
rather than “why.” Policies, procedures and past
practice drive the activity of the church rather
than the mission you are called to. This is a
delicate balance because systems help churches
grow … but if they become the obsession of
leaders, they will destroy your organization.
Are you more concerned with the wineskin than
the wine?
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IS IT TIME
FOR A NEW
WORSHIP WAR?
By Rich Birch
The first church I served at was in the middle
of a worship war when I started there. It was
like a cold war with a lot of passive-aggressive
leadership on both sides of the debate. The
“Hymns & Organ Crowd” declared that their
music was rich with theological significance,
whereas the “Praise Chorus Crowd” was
fervently committed to introducing new songs
with more current sounds that connected with
people personally.

necting with the next generation. I’m honored
to serve with some of the best musicians out
there. They are passionate about creative musical experiences that engage with people and
move them closer to God. The “new norms” of
this approach to musical worship are:

It all seems so long ago. In fact, it seems like
ancient history. I’ve invested the majority of my
ministry career in churches with attractional
music environments that are targeted at con-

Bands // We have a group of 5 to 8 people on
stage: lead vocal, background vocal, lead guitar,
rhythm guitar, keyboard and drummer.

Electric-guitar driven // The leaders are
typically behind a guitar and the sound is based
around that instrument.
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Video-augmented experiences // There are
screens in all of our environments that display
not just the lyrics but also other visuals that
support the message of the song.
It’s loud // We aim for 95 dBa … loud enough
to make the room feel full. (Also loud enough
to get regular complaints about the volume and
the need for our guest services team to have ear
plugs on hand.)
We should always remain “open-handed” in our
methods while being “closed-handed” on the
message. I wonder if it’s time to reinvent a “new
norm” of musical worship. Have we wedded our
method too closely to our message? Do we need
to dream a new dream in musical worship?
Or maybe … is it time to wage a new worship
war? For the sake of the next generation, do we
need to ask fundamental questions about our
approach to ensure that we’re connecting with
them? Is today’s “Modern Worship Crowd”
holding onto its approach in the same way the
“Hymns & Organ Crowd” did so many years ago
… looking down their noses at what was coming
next? Here are some signs that convince me we
need to be looking ahead to what’s next:
The electric guitar is dead // Seriously … listen
to music that people actually stream or buy and
you’ll find that the electric guitar isn’t featured
in any significant way. Certainty not as much
as when I started in ministry so many years ago
… people actually used to love U2, rather than
just complaining when their music is forced
onto our iPhones. [Check out Bobby Owsinski’s article for Forbes on the demise of electric
guitar in popular music.]

People aren’t singing // Over the last few
months I’ve had the chance to participate in
worship services at a number of “name brand”
churches. Two of them are globally known for
their worship experiences. One of the curious
realities even in these churches is that the
vast majority of the people in the service don’t
sing. Once you get beyond the first few rows,
most people are just watching what’s happening
and not really participating. Musical worship
is a way for the gathered community to unify
around what it means to follow Jesus. Is it really
“worship” if the community isn’t participating?
It doesn’t sound contemporary Listen to the
top 10 songs that are played in churches today
… and then listen to the top 10 songs on the Billboard chart. Strip away the lyrical content and
just listen to the music itself. I’m struck by the
fact that the church music all sounds a lot more
similar than the Billboard songs sound. It seems
like church music has settled into a common
sound, while “contemporary pop music” has a
much broader variety.
I like our music too much // I’m a 40-something leader. I’m in that dangerous zone when
it comes to leading the church. I’m not a young
leader trying to prove myself but I’m also not a
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seasoned leader who has moved beyond holding on too tightly to stuff I’ve made. I really like
our music and that’s a problem. Somewhere in
the next few years I need to not like it anymore.
It needs to get under my skin and bug me while
it effectively engages the next generation. If
leaders in my generation aren’t careful, we’ll
just do what we’ve always done and our effectiveness will slowly erode under us. We need
to push ourselves to be ready for “what’s next”
while “what’s now” is still working.
What could some elements of the coming worship war look like?
DJ-led worship // DJs have the same “audience leadership” appeal that the lead guitar
player once had. When are we going to see
worship led entirely by a DJ? [Here is an interesting sample that might represent the future.]

Beatbox instead of drums // Beatbox is a
mainstream vocal accompanist form. Even at
my kids’ school I see them teaching it in the
choral groups. Why isn’t it happening in our
churches?
More variety // How will the church respond
to ever-expanding musical tastes? What does
“contemporary music” mean in a streaming
music world where people can build music
channels around their own particular tastes?
Let me state again … I am a fan of the current
“contemporary musical worship” approach. My
point is that we should also think ahead and
embrace music that works for the next generation. We need to start letting go of what is in
order to grasp hold of what will be.
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