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Welcome to the 2026 Guide to What's
Working Now in Church Leadership!
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What makes this guide different is that
it's not based on theory - it's based on
data from real churches seeing real
results in 2026.

Ronald Schubert
CEO

What you're holding is a practical guide built from real

| research, real churches, and real results. We've
/\ gathered insights from hundreds of pastors just like
/’j//‘:\\ you who are in the trenches, doing the work of ministry
Tkl 43 5T Y day in and day out.

In these pages, you'll find proven strategies that are working right now in churches of all
sizes. We've been especially careful to include solutions that work for churches with
limited resources, because we know that's the reality for many of you.

What makes this guide different is that it's not based on theory - it's based on data from
real churches seeing real results in 2026. We've done the research, crunched the numbers,
and most importantly, we've listened to leaders like you who are successfully navigating
the challenges of ministry in our current climate.

Think of this guide as a conversation with a friend who wants to help you win. We'll talk
about everything from digital ministry to discipleship, from volunteer development to visitor
retention. And we'll do it in a way that's practical, actionable, and suited to your context.

So, grab a cup of coffee, find a quiet spot, get comfortable, and let's talk about what's
actually working in church leadership today. Your willingness to learn and grow shows that
you care deeply about your ministry, and that's exactly the kind of leader who will benefit
most from what's in these pages.
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01 - The People Factor: Your Greatest Asset
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You can smell the fresh paint on the walls. The new sound system hums with crystal clarity.
The website gleams with professional polish. But stand in your sanctuary on a quiet
Monday morning, and you'll remember what matters most - the empty chairs waiting to
hold someone's story, someone's pain, someone's hope.

Look at that word cloud for a moment. See how "people" stands larger than all the rest? It's
not just data on a page - it's a divine reminder. When pastors pour out their hearts about
their greatest joys and deepest challenges, they speak of people. Not programs. Not
platforms. People.

As one veteran pastor put it years ago, "After God, all that matters is people.”

He wasn't diminishing the importance of theology or excellence - he was illuminating their
purpose. Every sermon we preach, every song we sing, every program we create exists for
one reason: to help people experience the transforming love of Jesus.

Think about Jesus for a moment. He never built a building. Never launched a website.
Never created a program. He simply walked with people. Ate with people. Listened to
people. Loved people. And those people changed the world.

Sure, we have new tools today. Smartphones and social media. Websites and worship
technology. But these are just bridges, not destinations. They're meant to lead people to
what their hearts truly crave - authentic community, genuine relationships, real encounters
with God and His people.
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Our research across hundreds of churches reveals a compelling truth: while digital
platforms and modern marketing matter, community engagement remains the #1 factor in
church growth and retention. The prominence of words like "community,” "congregation,"
and "getting" in our survey word cloud reinforces this fundamental reality.

The methods of ministry may change, but the heart of ministry remains beautifully,
unchangeably simple: people loving people in Jesus' name.

89% of long-term church members cite "meaningful relationships" as their primary reason
for staying. Thom Rainer's extensive research confirms this: "The difference between an
effective church and one that's just getting by isn't programs - it's people connecting with
people."

02 - Digital Ministry: The New Front Door

The old church bell still rings every Sunday morning, its bronze voice echoing across town
just as it has for generations. But today, its song mingles with a different kind of chime—the
gentle ping of notifications, the hum of livestreams, and the quiet tap of fingers connecting
with souls through screens.

Remember when the church door was that heavy wooden one at the end of the stone path?
It stillis. But God, in His infinite creativity, has given us new doors too. Digital ones. They
never creak, never rust, and never close—not even at midnight when a searching heart
needs to hear about grace.

The apostle Paul once picked up a pen and parchment, and the world was never the same.
His letters carried hope across seas and centuries. Today, we hold something just as
powerful in our hands. Not scrolls, but scrolling screens. Not ink, but pixels that paint
God's truth in light.

Some of us—and I'm raising my own hand here—remember when 'going to church' meant
just that: walking through those physical doors, hymnalin hand. Now? That seamstress in
Seattle who can't leave her sick husband's side joins us in worship through her tablet. That
college student, awake at 2 AM with questions about faith, finds answers on our website.
That grandmother in Georgia watches her grandchildren's baptism through a livestream,
her tears of joy just as real as if she were sitting in the front pew.

You see, digital ministry isn't about replacing the familiar warmth of a handshake or the
holy whisper of communion. It's about extending the reach of those sacred moments. Like
Jesus, who met the Samaritan woman where she gathered water, we're meeting people

5
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where they gather today—online, in the quiet glow of their screens, searching for living
water in a digital desert.

And here's the beautiful truth: whether it's through a wooden door or a website, through a
stained-glass window or a smartphone screen, God's message remains unchanged. Love
still reaches. Grace still saves. Community still transforms. Isn't that just like our God?
Taking our technological tools and turning them into modern-day burning bushes, catching
people's attention in the wilderness of their everyday lives?

Your Digital
Presence isn't __ :
Just an Add-on . your doors

Anymore! ‘
o

Here's what recent studies
from Lifeway and Church
Tech Today reveal about the

modern church journey:

What counts as digital ministry?

e Your church website

e Live streaming services

e Social media presence

¢ Mobile apps

e Online giving platforms

o Digital small groups

o Email and text communications
e Podcast ministry

e Online prayer rooms

o Digital discipleship resources
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Let's talk about the elephant in the virtual room

Technology without genuine connection is just noise. 80% of churches discovered that
effective digital ministry isn't about having the best technology - it's about using technology
to build authentic relationships. These are the churches asking themselves, "How can we
use these tools to make every person feel seen, known, and valued?"

Digital ministry is about leveraging technology to extend your church's authentic DNA into
the digital space, not creating a separate digital identity. 72% of churches report feeling
overwhelmed by digital options. Here's the good news - you don't need everything. Our
research shows that churches making the biggest impact aren't necessarily using the most
tools - they're using the right tools well.

DIGITAL MINISTRY

FOUNDATION AND ENGAGEMENT

Online Giving Church
Yy
, \ & Communication
22 Platforms

Family Felt w> Social Media
Live Streaming *“o Tells a Story

Mobile Friendly !

Website

Digital Small %% N Mobile Apps

Group Tools '+ that Serve
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Your online presence is where first impressions happen:

e 67% form their firstimpression of your church from your online presence
e Churches with consistent digital engagement see 3x higher visitor retention
¢ Interactive content gets 2x more engagement than broadcast-only content

Beyond |

% of churches increased their
digital presence in recent years.

Only 31% report meaningful
engagement growth.

discovered that effective digital
L R0 ministry is about using technology to

build authentic relationships.
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The Three C's
of Digital Impact

Lifeway and Church Tech Today research*

Content that Connects

« 78% of people engage more deeply when content is
personalized
« Short-form video content sees 4x higher engagement

than text alone

« Churches that share "behind the scenes" ministry
moments see 3x more online engagement

« Testimonies and life-change stories get 6x more shares
than announcements

Community that Cares

» Online small groups with intentional leadership see
82% better retention

« Digital prayer rooms are becoming vital ministry tools
(56% increase in usage since 2022)

« Hybrid events (both online and in-person) see 43%
higher participation rates

» Churches using digital connection cards see a 67%
increase in follow-up success

Communication that Counts

» Churches with consistent posting schedules see 3x
higher engagement

« Personalized digital communications get 5x higher
response rates

» Multi-channel communication strategies (email, text,
app) reach 74% more people

» Interactive content gets 2x more engagement than
broadcast-only content

e
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Making Digital Ministry Work for Your Church
Here are five practical steps you can implement this week:

1. Start Small, Start Now

o Pick ONE digital tool to master first (Starting with one well-executed digital
initiative outperforms trying everything at once. Recommendation: mobile-friendly
website)

o Setaside 2-3 hours this week to audit your current digital presence
o ldentify one person in your congregation with basic tech skills to help lead
this effort
2. Create Your 90-Day Digital Plan
o Month 1: Focus on your website basics
o Month 2: Add one engagement tool (like a church Facebook page)
o Month 3: Implement simple live streaming (even using just a smartphone.
Simple, consistent live streams get better engagement than elaborate productions)
3. Use What You Have
o Your smartphone can be a powerful ministry tool:
= Record short welcome videos
= Live stream services using Facebook Live

» Take behind-the-scenes photos of ministry moments

o Freetools to start with:
» Google Forms for digital connection cards
= Facebook Groups for digital small groups

=  YouTube for service uploads

4. Engage Your Congregation
o Askyouth/young adults to help with social media
o Create a simple digital ministry team (2-3 people is enough)

o Start a prayer chain using group text or WhatsApp

5. Measure What Matters
o Trackjustthree numbers weekly:
»  Website visits
*» Online engagement (comments, shares)
= Digital connections (new contacts made)

10
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—— QUICKWINS IN DIGITAL SPACE

e Create a simple welcome video for your website

e Setup achurch Facebook page and post once daily
e Start a private Facebook group for prayer requests

e Use free tools like Canva for social media graphics

e Setup asimple online giving option through your denomination or a
free service

Common Roadblocks and Solutions

ﬁ We don't have enough time

Solution: Start with just 30 minutes per day.

g We lack technical expertise

Solution: Partner with tech-savvy youth/young adults in your congregation.

g We can't afford expensive equipment

Solution: Start with smartphone videos and free online tools.

g Our congregation is older

Solution: Begin with simple email updates and gradually add more tools.

Jesus met the Samaritan woman at a well - the ancient world's equivalent of today's social
media. He went where people gathered. Today, people gather online. Our callis to meet
them there with the same love, truth, and grace.

What if we saw our digital presence not just as a technology platform but as a ministry field
ripe for harvest? What if every click, every view, every share became an opportunity to show
someone they matter to God? After all, in a world starving for connection, we have the
ultimate connection story to share - God's love reaching down to us through Jesus Christ.

(44

"Technology is not the message - it's the microphone."
- Bobby Gruenewald, founder of YouVersion
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03 - Your Community: Where Mission Meets Main Street

Take a walk with me. Not down the pristine paths of gated communities or past the
meticulously maintained country clubs. No, let's walk where Jesus walked —where the
streets tell stories of struggle and survival.

Look closely. See that convenience store on the corner? Behind its flickering neon sign, a
single mom works her third job this week. That apartment complex with the peeling paint?
Inside, an elderly veteran eats another meal alone. The park bench beneath the oak tree?
It's someone's bedroom tonight. There are real with real needs in your community:

Real People ... RealPain &——————

Sense of Loneliness

Almost 60% of people aged 70 and older experience some
loneliness, per a study by a University of Michigan doctoral student.

Incarceration

Studies have shown inmates who participate in religious programs
while incarcerated have significantly lower recidivism rates
(returning to prison) compared to those who don't participate.

Children in Crisis

More than half a million children in the U.S. reside in some form
of foster care and nine million children have a special care need.

Substance Abuse

An estimated 23 million Americans are addicted to alcohol or
other substances and more than 10.5 million children in the U.S.
are living with one or more substance-abusing parents

Cancer

In the U.S., an estimated 10,701,000 people suffer from some sort
of cancer, according to the American Cancer Society.

Sexual Assault & Exploitation

Almost half (47%) of American families say pornography is a
problem in their homes, and every 107 seconds, another person is
sexually assaulted in the US.

12
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"Is there not a cause?"

These words, spoken to Esther in a time of crisis, echo powerfully today as we look at our
communities. Let me paint a picture that might stir your heart as it has stirred mine.

Imagine walking down your street — the very street you drive every day. Behind those
familiar doors, stories of struggle and pain unfold. A child enters another night of foster
care, wondering if they'll ever find home. A parent battles addiction while their children
bear silent withess. A neighbor wrestles with inner demons, trapped in cycles of
exploitation and shame.

Now watch this — Jesus didn't leave us wondering what to do about it. He laid it out in plain
sight, like a divine blueprint drawn in bold strokes. No complex algorithms, no elaborate
strategies needed. The answer to "the cause" has been right there all along, waiting for us
to simply... act.

Listen to His heart beating through these words: "Quick! Get out there - into the alleys,
the side streets, the forgotten places. Find the hungry, the hurting, the ones who've
stopped believing they matter. Bring them all in. And when you think you're done? Go
further. Search the back roads. My house isn't full enough yet!" Luke 14:21-24, MSG

Yet here's what moves me: 78% of those who don't attend church say they would come if
they saw us making a real difference in these struggles. Think about that. They're not asking
for perfect theology or flawless programs — they're looking for real hope in real pain.

And perhaps most striking? Three out of four Americans don't even know their neighbors'
names, yet 82% are waiting — just waiting — for someone to take the first step toward
friendship.

Like Esther, we stand at a pivotal moment. The feast has been prepared, and we've been
sent into the streets with urgent purpose. The question rings as true today as it did then: "Is
there not a cause?”

These aren't just statistics on a page — they're stories waiting to be transformed by hope.
They're your neighbors, my neighbors, real people carrying real burdens. And yes, Jesus
remains the real answer.

So |l ask you, as Mordecai asked Esther: Is there not a cause? Have we not been placed
here, in this neighborhood, in this time, for such a moment as this?

(44

"A church that lives within its four walls is not a church - it's a religious club."

— Rick Warren, Author of The Purpose Driven Life

13
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A\ "A Church that lives within its four
walls is not a church -it's a
religious club”

- Rick Warren

Churches that actively engage their neighborhoods
see 3.4x higher community impact than those
focused solely on internal programming. Honestly,

3 4x the church has stayed in its comfort zone for far

o too long. We've mastered Sunday services but

hi g her sometimes forgotten Monday-through-Saturday
ministry. The solution isn't complicated, but it is
challenging: we need to step out of our
sanctuaries and into our streets.

@ Consider these findings from the latest Church Leadership Network study:

6 7% 89% 4%

of churches of congregations of ministry leaders

Churches that host Congregations that Ministry leaders who
regular neighborhood partner with local spend 5+ hours weekly
events see 67% higher organizations experience in community

local engagement 89% better community connection show 74%
trust stronger local impact

d‘ You can't minister to people you don't know, and you can't know people you never meet.

Ed Stetzer nails it: "The most effective evangelism happens at the intersection of
relationship and opportunity.”

This isn't about programs; it's about presence. It's about listening before speaking,
understanding before acting, and showing genuine concern for the things that matter to our
neighbors. After all, Jesus didn't wait for people to find Him — He went looking for them.

14
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Building Bridges: Connecting Church and Community

Effective community engagementisn't random —it's strategic. Here are the five most
effective types of community bridges, ranked by impact. Think of these as intentional
bridges, connecting your church with people who need hope, help, and healing:

Need-Meeting Bridges

High-impact opportunities that
address real community needs

Crisis support services
Recovery groups

Food and clothing ministries
Pastoral care for non-members

Care-Based Bridges

Programs that demonstrate
practical love

Meals-on-wheels partnerships
After-school programs

Life skills workshops
Counseling services

Relational-Based Bridges

Activities that build natural
connections

Sports leagues
Arts and cultural events
Community classes

Family activity nights

Service Bridges

Opportunities to serve together

Local festival involvement
Emergency response support
Veterans’ recognition programs

Community cleanup projects

Awareness Bridges

Strategic communication efforts

15

New resident welcome programs
Community resource fairs
Digital neighborhood connects

Local business partnerships
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UNDERSTANDING

YOUR JERUSALEM

Whether you're serving in a city high-rise or a country crossroads, effective

community engagement isn't about programs - it's about presence. As Martin
Luther said, ‘It is the duty of every Christian to be Christ to his neighbor."

Think about Jesus for a moment. He didn't just preach in the synagogue; He
touched lepers in the streets, ate with tax collectors in their homes, and met
people right where they were. Whether you're serving in a city high-rise or a
country crossroads, that's our model.

URBAN MINISTRY RURAL MINISTRY
DYNAMICS DYNAMICS

of city dwellers value

67% accessibility and emphasize deep 89%

relational connections

relevance
0 seek authentic value traditional 0
82% diversity in ministry community touchpoints 76%

want to see churches

o . benefit from
0 0,
73% engaging in social generational wisdom 91%

justice
respond to ministries appreciate

019 that understand urban churches that | 849%
rhythms honor local culture

(44

"Churches that listen to their communities before launching programs see
3x more community impact."

— Ed Stetzer

16



2026 Guide to What's Working Now in Church Leadership

Church Opportunities

Urban Church

Cultural Centers © Neighborhood Partnerships
72% Engagement Rate : 84% Effectiveness
« After-school programs that meet » Local business alliances
real needs .

School adoption programs

ESL classes that build relationships

Housing advocacy

Job training partnerships
» Mental health resources

Community arts initiatives

Rural Church

Community Anchors ; Traditional Touchpoints
91% Trust Factor : 87% Connection Rate
« Multi-purpaose facility sharing . « County fair presence

« Emergency response centers Sports team chaplaincy

« Family support networks Senior care initiatives

Agricultural partnerships : « Youth mentoring programs

YOUR COMMUNITY IS YOUR CONGREGATION!

The traditional church model often draws lines between "church" and "community." But
God is erasing these lines, bringing the nations to our doorstep. The Pew Forum reports that
214 million people globally have left their countries of origin, with 42.8 million choosing the
United States as their new home. Every neighborhood represents a mission field; every
street holds a story waiting to be heard.

To truly serve as Christ's ambassadors, we must shed the "drive-in, spiritual social club"
mentality that Joe Daniels warns against. Instead, we must embrace our entire community
as our congregation, understanding their hopes, dreams, and needs. This means looking
beyond our church walls to see all the ministry opportunities.

17
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THE DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCE

A sling shot in David's hand toppled a giant. The jawbone of a donkey in
Samson's hand defeated an army. In the same way, demographic data - mere
numbers on a page - becomes powerful when placed in the hands of those who
see their entire community as their congregation. When we understand our
community, we develop genuine connections. Statistics transform into stories,
numbers into neighbors, and data points into divine appointments.

Family Evolution: With changing
family structures, including rising
single-parent homes and blended
families, the church must adapt its
ministry approach to serve all
family configurations.

Immigration Patterns: With 14%
of our population foreign-born,
every community now offers
global ministry opportunities
without requiring a passport.

Economic Realities: The shrinking
middle class calls us to holistic
ministry that addresses both
spiritual and practical needs.

Data points based on Thom Rainers

pastors should know”

article, “7 community demographics

18

Population Shifts: The rise of
Millennials - now America's
largest and most diverse
generation - represents new
opportunities for ministry
innovation and cross-cultural
engagement.

Cultural Diversity: By 2055,
America will have no single racial
or ethnic majority. This isn't just
demographic trivia - it's God
orchestrating a multicultural
mission field in our own backyard.

Faith Trends: While traditional
Christian identification is
declining, this represents an
unprecedented opportunity for
authentic community engagement
and relationship-building.

Lifestyle Patterns: Understanding
not just who lives in our
community but how they live helps
us connect meaningfully with their
real-life situations.
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Demographics paint a picture, but behind every data point is a person with hopes, hurts,
and a heart that needs Jesus. These aren't just numbers on a page - they're stories waiting
to be part of God's greater narrative. When we see our community as our congregation:

¢ Every grocery store becomes a gathering place

e Every coffee shop becomes a counseling office

¢ Every neighborhood becomes a mission field

e Every neighbor becomes a potential part of God's family

Jesus didn't wait for people to enter the synagogue - He went where they were. Our call isn't
to build bigger buildings but to build bigger tables. When we embrace our entire community
as our congregation, we follow Christ's example of meeting people where they are, loving
them as they are, and inviting them to become who God created them to be. The mission
field isn't across an ocean - it's across the street. Your community is your congregation.

Partnership Pyrmid by Tony Morgan

LISTEN FIRST
Understanding real needs

START SMALL
Building trust through consistency

PARTNER WELL
Collaborating, not competing

MEASURE IMPACT
Stories and statistics together

ADJUST AND GROW
Staying relevant and effective

04 -Retention Strategies: Converting Visitors into Family

You know that feeling when you walk into your grandmother's house? The warmth that
wraps around you like a well-worn quilt, the familiar creaks in the floorboards that say,
"welcome home"? That's what we're talking about here. Because a churchisn'tjusta
building with good parking and better coffee. It's home. And like any home, the magic isn't
in getting folks to knock on the door - it's in making them want to take off their shoes and
stay awhile.

19
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In the church world we've gotten really good at the "grand opening" but sometimes fumble
the "please come again." What does that mean? We spend enormous energy on attracting
visitors but surprisingly little effort on keeping them. Think of your church like a bucket - it
doesn't matter how much water you pour in if there are holes in the bottom.

The Barna Group (those wonderful people who count things so we don't have to) tells us
that while 73% of churches can get folks to walk through their doors, only 16% can get
them to hang up their coat and settle in for the long haul.

0/ Churches that successfully attract
0

first-time visitors.

1 6% Churches that achieve consistent
long-term engagement.

Remember when Jesus said, "make disciples"? He didn't say "make visitors" or "master
the art of the church welcome packet." He was pointing at something far more tangible, like
developing intentional strategies that focus on genuine relationships and spiritual growth.
It’s how we can help people move from being visitors to becoming vital members of a
transforming community.

Your retention strategy reflects how seriously you take the Great Commission. It's not just
about building a "Field of Dreams" so they'll come - it's about creating something so
meaningful they'll never want to leave.

The truth is that every person who walks through your doors is a divine appointment.
They're not just looking for a church service - they're looking for significance and
community. With some heart, some hustle, and a whole lot of intentional love, we can be
the kind of spiritual home where people plant their roots and grow their faith.

Understanding the Modern Visitor Journey

Remember when our grandparents would wake up on Sunday morning, dress their best,
and walk down the street to the nearest steeple? Those days have gently faded away.
Today's seekers arrive with smartphones in their pockets and questions in their hearts.

The truth about modern church visitors is both beautiful and complex. They come like
careful consumers now, researching and evaluating their options before making a
commitment. This isn't necessarily a negative trend - it simply means we need to
understand and adapt to how people make decisions about their spiritual home in the
digital age.

20
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of first-time visitors research a
[ ) 85(%) church online before attendin
, d

EVOLUTION ,

OF THE . n
TYPICAL Y . Y o 640 mqk? their de.cmon to re'r%:rn within
VISITOR o:\ /0 the first 10 minutes of arrival

JOURNEY AN

expect some form of digital

A Y
---------------- ® 720
Carey Nieuwhof's 2023 Church /0 follow-up within 24 hours

Attendance Patterns study

In an era where church connection looks radically different than it did even a decade ago,
Carey Nieuwhof's 2023 Church Attendance Patterns study illuminates a path forward that
merges timeless truth with modern reality. His research paints a picture of how today's
seekers find, experience, and connect with churches in ways that challenge our traditional
assumptions while offering extraordinary opportunities for authentic community. Here's
what the data reveals:

Nearly nine out of ten seekers will visit your website before they ever park their
car in your lot. But perhaps what matters most isn't how they find their way to
your doors, but what happens in their hearts when they do. Every person who
walks through those doors carries a story, carries questions, carries hope.
They're not looking for perfection - they're looking for a place where their
spiritual journey can intertwine with others.

The first ten minutes are sacred. It’s not about sermons or worship songs. It’s
about those precious moments when a visitor first steps through the doors,
when their heart is most open, most vulnerable. In those brief minutes - less
time than it takes to boil an egg or check our morning emails - they decide
whether they might find a home here.

Seven out of ten expect a digital hello within a day - a modern echo of the
ancient practice of breaking bread together. A simple text becomes like an
open door, a warm smile, a handshake across time and space. It tells them
they matter, that they were seen, that their presence left an impression.
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THE 5 I's OF CHURCH ENGAGEMENT _

Locking the Back Door

INSPIRE

INCLUDE y{/

Here's a humbling truth: while we're all working hard to swing our front doors wide open, we
might be missing the quiet exodus through the back door. A large majority of your church's
growth potential isn't out there somewhere - it's already walking through your doors every
weekend. The seeds of tomorrow's harvest are already in your field. It's not who might
come tomorrow. It's who might not come back.

While churches spend countless hours and resources on programs and facilities, research
shows that most congregations are utilizing only 20% of their growth potential. Why?
Because we’ve been focusing on opening the front door wider when we should be equally
concerned about closing the back door.

The average church in America loses 73% of its visitors before they become integrated
members. This isn’t just about better programs —it’s about marking out better paths to
belonging. While we stand at our church doors with wide smiles and open arms, reaching
for new faces, others are silently slipping away through the back. One lost visitor said it like
this, "l liked everything about it, but | never found my way in. It was like watching a beautiful
dance through a window, but never being invited to join."

”700/’ churchois oh/? 45 /fﬁ/ﬂy 45 175 Suck door. 7 7
doestd T waller Aotw tatnty /apo/o/f you //x'hy it Tl Tron] door
e 704«'/? /05127 Thetn ouT The back door /'a;f 45 fwbé/?.”

RICK WARREN
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This is where the 5 I’s of Church Engagement come in — a proven pathway to not just
attract people, but to keep them engaged and growing in their faith journey.

1. INVITE: The Power of Personal Invitation

Did you know that 70-80% of people who visit a church come because a friend or relative
invited them? That's not just a statistic —it's a wake-up call. In most churches, only 2% of
church members regularly invite others, yet 82% of unchurched people say they would
come if personally invited. Think of the potential in those numbers.

CREATING A CULTURE OF INVITATION..

& o1 Y 02

Equip your members with simple Celebrate stories of invitation regularly
invitation tools that feel natural. to inspire and encourage others.

i 03 04
Train your congregation in organic Make every service “guest-ready” so
ways to extend invitations. members feel confident inviting friends.

This isn't about programs or strategies - it's about transformation. It's about celebrating the
courage it takes to extend an invitation and making every Sunday a day when newcomers
feel expected and welcomed. It's about teaching people that invitation isn't just something
we do - it's who we are, as natural as breathing, as simple as opening a door.

After all, isn't that how all great journeys begin? With someone saying, "Come and see"?

2. INCLUDE: Where Everybody Knows Your Name

Inclusion isn't just about that first hello - it's about creating pathways from stranger to
friend to family. It's about teaching our members that true hospitality means temporarily
leaving our comfort zones so others can find their place of belonging.

Our research shows something beautiful yet challenging: people who make seven genuine
friendships in their first six months usually stay. Seven connections. Seven "glad you're
here" moments that become "life is better with you here" relationships.
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Being friendly isn't the same as making friends. One is a moment; the otheris a
journey. In God's house, no one should eat alone, no one should stand in corners, no one
should wonder if they belong. To create a true sense of belonging remind your members
that the simplest invitations often mean the most...

e “Let’s sittogether during worship.”

e "Would you want to grab coffee after service? Our kids can play at the park next
door.”

e "Afew of us usually sitin the courtyard between services and talk - would you like to
join us?"

e "Oursmall group has a game night this Thursday - we'd love to have you come. | can
text you the address and you can just follow me there after service today."”

These types of questions communicate "you belong here" more powerfully than any
welcome speech from the pulpit. Another powerful question members can ask is, “Who
can we have for lunch today?” It can be as simple as pizza on a paper plate. The food
doesn’t matter because it’s all about inclusion.

@® INCLUSION

Think in Threes

As it relates to inclusion,
think in threes...

Corer) B

1. Atext message today.
Send a Text N/E

@ Keepitlight and friendly.

2. Aninvitation to small
group next week.

o A simple "It was great meeting you!" works.

|
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1
1]
|
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|
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1
1
1
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1
1
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1 ° Send it out today!
1

1

- P STEP 2
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Invite to a Small Group

3. And share a meal
within the month.

o Hey! We've got a new group starting next week.
o We keep it casual and chat about life and faith.

o Want me to save you a spot? You can sit with me. -I-hree touches that say-"
| "
s B ;A e see you

“We remember you,"
"You matter here.”

° Share a meal within a month.
° Nothing fancy - just good food and talk.

° Invite someone they've already connected
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: Share a Meal
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RETENTION

The Reasons .
They Stay -

Worship

76% of regular
attendees cite
"meaningful worship
experiences"” as a
primary factor in
their church
commitment.

Children

68% of parents
consider children's
ministry the deciding
factor in church
selection..

Youth

Youth groups
incorporating both
spiritual formation

and social connection
show 73% higher
attendance
consistency.

Interior
Ministries

Small Group

Churches with active
small group
ministries show
89% higher member
retention rates

25

Prayer Ministry

Communities with
active prayer
ministries show 73%
higher member
retention.

Men

Churches with active
men's ministries
report 72% higher
male attendance

rates.

Women

Churches with
vibrant women's
ministries show 84%
higher female
leadership
engagement.
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3. INSPIRE: Moving from Welcome to Wow

After we invite people in and help them feelincluded, the next critical step is inspiring them
to stay. People are seeking authentic encounters with God. Here is the data as it relates to
your interior ministries...

Worship Experience: Research from Lifeway shows that 84% of churchgoers consider
worship music essential to their spiritual growth. Churches with intentional, well-planned
worship experiences report 63% higher engagement rates among first-time visitors.
According to Barna's 2023 State of the Church report, 76% of regular attendees cite
"meaningful worship experiences" as a primary factor in their church commitment.

Children's Ministry: The numbers are compelling ... 68% of parents consider children's
ministry the deciding factor in church selection. Churches with strong children's programs
show 82% higher family retention rates, and families whose children are involved in
ministry programs are 3.2 times more likely to become active members. Safety protocols
matter too - 94% of parents cite security measures as "extremely important" in their
decision to return.

Student Ministry: Churches retaining 65% or more of their students through college have
robust youth programs integrating mentorship, service opportunities, and peer
connection. Youth groups incorporating both spiritual formation and social connection
show 73% higher attendance consistency, while programs offering leadership roles to
students report 81% higher long-term engagement rates.

Small Group Ministry: According to Hartford Institute's research, churches with active
small group ministries show 89% higher member retention rates. 77% of long-term church
members cite their small group as "essential" to their spiritual growth, while churches with
organized fellowship programs report 64% higher visitor-to-member conversion rates.

Men's and Women's Ministry: Gender-specific ministries significantly impact church
health. Churches with active men's ministries report 72% higher male attendance rates,
while those with vibrant women's ministries show 84% higher female leadership
engagement. Research from Barna shows that people involved in gender-specific
ministries are 3.5x more likely to serve in other church roles and 2.8x more likely to report
feeling "spiritually fulfilled."

Prayer Ministry: Barna Group's 2023 research reveals that 71% of Americans attend
church primarily seeking "spiritual growth and inspiration," while 82% of regular attendees
cite "experiencing God's presence" as a key factor in their continued attendance. This is
particularly true among younger generations, with 77% of millennials saying they're more
likely to stay at a church where they "experience authentic worship and prayer."

As Bill Hybels notes, "People aren't looking for perfect churches; they're looking for places
where Heaven touches Earth."
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The impact of prayer ministry cannot be overstated. Churches with dedicated prayer teams
report 67% higher visitor return rates, and 91% of people who receive prayer ministry say it
deepened their connection to the church. People who pray regularly report 56% lower
stress levels, and 89% of those who receive prayer ministry report an increased sense of
hope.

(44

"The single most important factor in church growth is not the preaching or
programs, but the tangible presence of God among His people."

- Bill Johnson

Most tellingly, 79% of new members cite "experiencing answered prayer" as a key factorin
their decision to join, while members who participate in prayer ministry are 84% more likely
to invite others.

4. INSTRUCT: Building Disciples, Not Just Decisions

Research shows that while friendly faces might bring people through the doors, it's a clear
pathway for spiritual growth that keeps them coming back. While only 2-3% of visitors
come because of our programs, 87% stay because they're growing spiritually. A stat like
this deserves its own graphic!

Building Disciples

According to a recent global
report,

@
8.7 out of 10 ‘;‘
Lol

stay because they're growing
spiritually.

16%

of people experiencing
genuine spiritual growth are
more likely to invite others.
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Think about Jesus with His disciples. He didn't just lecture - He lived life with them,
challenged them, showed them what kingdom living looks like. That's our model. When we
create clear pathways for growth, we're not just teaching lessons; we're training disciples
who make disciples.

5. INVOLVE: Finding Your Place in God's Story

The beauty of involvement is that it turns church from being a spectator sport into a team
sport. The numbers tell the story: involved members are 95% more likely to stay long-term.

But here's what really gets exciting. When people move from the sidelines to the story:

e Their giving becomes an act of worship (increasing by 70%)
e Their attendance becomes a priority (84% more consistent)
¢ Their satisfaction soars (92% report greater fulfillment)

e Their leadership emerges (increasing by 80%)

he 51I'sin Action:

-

INVITE: Create a culture of
invitation

INCLUDE: Build genuine
connections

INSPIRE: Foster transformational
environments

INSTRUCT: Develop clear growth
paths

INVOLVE: Engage people in
meaningful service

BRINGING IT HOME

Q260

Closing the Back Door, Opening Hearts

Andy Stanley said, “Your system is perfectly designed to get the results you’re getting.” He’s
right. Every weekend, precious souls walk through your doors carrying hopes, dreams, and
sometimes heavy burdens. They're not just looking for a service to attend; they're searching
for significance. The real question isn't whether they'll come - the statistics show they will.
The question is: Will they find a home?
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05 - Participation Path: Igniting Volunteer Passion

Picture this: A prophet arrives at Jesse's house to anoint the next king of Israel. Seven sons
are lined up, polished and prepared. But God's chosen isn't even invited to the party - he's
out tending sheep. David, the future giant-slayer and history-maker, was so overlooked that
his own father didn't consider him worth mentioning.

Here's a sobering parallel: According to Lifeway Research, 68% of church attendees feel
their talents are underutilized or unrecognized. Like David among the sheep, they're
faithful in the small things while their potential for kingdom impact remains untapped.
Consider these findings:

e 73% of volunteers who leave ministry roles cite feeling undervalued

o 82% of long-term volunteers were initially hesitant to serve

e Churches that implement gifts-based ministry see 3.4x higher volunteer retention

(44

"God never wastes an experience. Every season of waiting is a season of preparation.”

- Rick Warren

LOOking Beyond the ObViOUS Source | Leadership Network

2.8X%

Churches that engage
"non-traditional”
volunteers see 2.8x more
ministry innovation.

Jesse didn't even invite 65% 77%

David to the selection

party. Don't overlook of effective ministry of sustainable ministry
anyone in your crowd, leaders were growth comes from
there might be a king initially overlooked developing overlooked
disguised as a shepherd. for leadership roles. talent.

[ X N
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The shepherd's field was David's leadership academy. Today's parking lot attendant might
be tomorrow's ministry leader. The quiet teen running your slides might have untapped
creative gifts that could transform your digital presence.

Bill Hybels puts it perfectly: "The local church is the hope of the world, and its future rests
primarily in the hands of its leaders." But here's the key - those leaders might not look like
leaders yet.

PRACTICAL STEPS FOR The loca churchis The hape of The
DISCOVERING HIDDEN world, o s [eflbre rests primarily is

The Kands of 115 feadtrs.”
POTENTIAL B

e il it

Look Deeper Listen Better Lead Differntly

* Create opportunities for people * Conduct gifts and talents surveys Develop clear pathways for
to share their stories * Hold dream sessions with various growth
= Ask about passions, not just skills age groups Provide mentoring relationships
= Notice faithfulness in small tasks » Create safe spaces for sharing Celebrate diverse forms of
ideas service

Remember: When Jesse looked at David's brothers, he saw kings. When Samuel looked at
David, He saw THE king. Every Sunday, you're looking at a congregation full of Davids -
faithful in the small things, ready for bigger things.

Max Lucado nailed it: "God uses people who others overlook. He chooses people who, in
the eyes of the world, are not likely to succeed. He works powerfully through those who
simply say yes."

The question isn't whether you have kings in your congregation - you do. The question is
whether you'll see them, develop them, and release them into their calling.

Creating Clear Pathways

Let's talk about what really drives church growth - engaged members serving with purpose.
Recent research from Lifeway shows churches that create clear service pathways see a
76% increase in member engagement and 42% higher visitor retention. But here's what
matters more: behind every statistic is someone discovering their God-given purpose.
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The truth is people aren't looking for a task, they're looking for a purpose. When someone
sees their service as part of a bigger story, everything changes. The modern volunteer
landscape has evolved. Today's servants are looking for: meaningful impact, flexible
commitments, and clear purpose.

As Tony Morgan from the Unstuck Group notes, "Churches that connect volunteer roles to
clear ministry impact see volunteer retention rates triple."

This insight from Morgan highlights a crucial shift in volunteer ministry - when people
understand how their service advances the mission, they stay engaged. But despite this
clear connection between purpose and retention, many churches still struggle to build
thriving volunteer teams. To understand why, we need to examine what holds people back
from taking their first steps into service.

BREAKING DOWN BARRIERS

Why aren’t more people serving?

68% DON'T KNOW WHERE TO START

Many churches lack clear onboarding paths for new volunteers. Without a

straightforward process to explore opportunities and get started, potential
servants often remain on the sidelines, unsure of how to take that first step.
Churches need simple, accessible entry points that make it easy for people to
discover where they might fit.

n 54% FEAR BEING OVERWHELMED

many from volunteering. People worry about being asked to do too much too
soon, or being left alone to figure things out. Creating a culture of proper
training, mentorship, and reasonable expectations helps alleviate these fears.

47% DON'T FEEL QUALIFIED

Many potential volunteers discount their abilities, assuming they need

The concern of being thrown into the deep end without proper support keeps

professional expertise or years of experience to serve effectively. They overlook
how their unique skills, perspectives, and life experiences could benefit others.

Churches must help people see that serving often requires more heart than

*Data Source: Thom Rainer
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Most barriers to serving aren't walls - their windows. With the right approach, they
become opportunities for growth rather than obstacles to service. Building a serving
culture isn't about filling slots - it's about fulfilling calling. The most effective churches have
moved from "We need someone to..." to "God has gifted you to..." It's a subtle shiftin
language that creates a massive shift in results.

Smart Recruitment: Moving from "Filling Slots" to "Fulfilling Purpose"

Think of volunteer ministry like a well-designed pathway rather than a desperate dash to fill
positions. Just as Disney theme parks carefully craft every guest's journey, successful
churches are intentionally designing their volunteer experience from first interest to long-
term engagement. The result? People stay longer, serve with more joy, and invite others to
jointhem.

Remember the last time you experienced exceptional service at a restaurant or store?
Chances are, that person wasn't just doing a job - they were living out their strengths. The
same principle applies in church ministry. When we match people's gifts with the right
opportunities, success happens. It's not about finding warm bodies to fill positions; it's
about helping people discover where they come alive in service.

Right Person, Right Place: The Art of Strategic Service

Let's talk championship teams for a moment. In football, you'd never ask Patrick Mahomes
to play linebacker or Travis Kelce to be a quarterback. Yet in churches, we often take a
"whoever's willing" approach to ministry positions. The data tells us this isn't working:

e 67% of ministry volunteers serve in roles mismatched with their gifts
e Churches with strategic placement see 3.2x higher volunteer satisfaction

o 84% of long-term volunteers serve in areas aligned with their natural abilities

The Position Problem

Dr. Stan Toler humorously addresses the issue of position
misplacementin churches...

“Zoo paatrly churehes fdve sthgers toho canl stng,

Toachers twho can'l Toack, (baders who catdT fead
deacons toho con'l deek.”

STAN TOLER
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His pointis both amusing and profound - when we place people in roles that don't match
their gifts, nobody wins. Here’s what happens...

o Gifted leaders stuffed into support roles

¢ Naturalteachers trapped in administration

¢ Born administrators forced into public speaking
o Creative souls stuck in systematic tasks

It's like fielding a team where everyone's playing out of position - you can't win
championships that way.

Buildinq Your
Championship R
Ministrg Team

Recent studies from Leadership Network
show churches that excel at volunteer
placement focus on three key areas:

©

Strategic Intentional Regular
Assessment Placement Evaluation

o Implement gift « Match gifts to needs. « 90-day check-ins.
assessment tools. « Consider personality « Quarterly role

« Conduct passion fits. reviews.
interviews. Account for Annual ministry

» Create skills experience levels. assessments.
inventories. Factor in time Clear transition

» Watch for natural availability. paths.
inclinations.
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Making the Shift

Transform your volunteer ministry with these proven practices:
1. Stop the emergency assignments
2. End the guilt-based recruiting
3. Begin with gift discovery
4. Create clear role descriptions
5

Provide training and support

As John Maxwell notes, "The right person in the wrong position equals frustration. The
wrong person in the right position equals failure. But the right person in the right position
equals multiplication."

Easy entry points create "stepping-stone opportunities" where people can experience
serving without long-term pressure. Like test-driving a car, experiencing the joy of ministry
often leads to deeper engagement. A thriving volunteer culture rests on three key
foundations:

o Team-Based Serving: Creates confidence and reduces dropout rates
¢ Regular Training: Builds competence through structured programs and mentoring

o Consistent Appreciation: Share impact stories and recognize contribution

Putting It into Practice

Begin your transformation with these five steps:
1. Start Small: Focus on one ministry area with clear leadership
2. Make the Ask: Personalinvitations with clear commitments
3. Build Your System: Create simple onboarding and training
4. Support Your Servants: Regular check-ins and appreciation

5. Track Your Progress: Monitor satisfaction and identify future leaders

Remember: Like the boy's lunch that fed thousands, your volunteer ministry might seem
small, but with purpose and strategy, its impact can multiply beyond imagination.
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06 - The Growth Engine: Fueling Spiritual Development

Picture a garden in early spring. You don't see much at first glance - just soil, perhaps a few
green shoots pushing through the earth. But beneath the surface, life is stirring. Growth is
happening. This is discipleship - the quiet, consistent, beautiful process of a soul growing
more like Jesus.

Think about the disciples for a moment. They weren't seminary graduates or religious
scholars. They were ordinary people who spent time with an extraordinary Savior. And day
by day, almost invisibly at times, they were transformed. The fisherman became fishers of
men. The tax collector became a gospel writer. The doubter became a believer.

This is still how disciples are made today. Not through elaborate programs or perfect
systems, but through intentional relationships and genuine transformation.

e [thappens when Martha from the prayer team takes young Sarah under her wing,
sharing not just Bible verses but life experiences.

e [thappens when retired Pastor Jim meets weekly with three new believers at the
local coffee shop, answering questions and sharing wisdom.

e [|thappensinliving rooms and diners, in early morning prayers and late-night
conversations.

Discipleship happens where authentic conversation flows, and real life is shared. And
here's what matters most: Every follower of Jesus is called to both be discipled and make
disciples. It's all about being intentionally available. It's about creating spaces where
people can grow, learn, and serve together.

Ourrole in discipleship is creating environments where people can encounter Jesus and be
transformed by His presence. We can't force spiritual growth, but we can create spaces
where it naturally flourishes.

The Discipleship Dilemma

According to Barna Group...

e Only 13% of professing believers show measurable life change, and smaller
churches often struggle most with systematic discipleship.

e 78% of small churches struggle with traditional discipleship programs.

e 84% of churches under 100 members lack structured growth paths.

These statistics might seem discouraging, but they actually illuminate an important truth:
perhaps we've overcomplicated discipleship. While larger churches often succeed with
structured programs, the data reveals a surprising preference that plays right into the
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strengths of smaller congregations. When we asked believers about their ideal discipleship
experience, the answers point to something beautifully simple:

H#MEASURETHEDATA

A STAT THAT
DESERVES YOUR
ATTENTION

45%

is the completion rate of
The data shows that structured discipleship programs

one-on-one mentoring
is not only preferred,
but effective!

This graphic points to the power of one-on-one mentorship. Like Elijah and Elisha, Ruth and
Naomi, Paul and Timothy, authentic mentoring relationships create natural spaces for
questions, struggles, and growth. As Rick Warren notes, "Discipleship is not a program. It's
arelationship."

The beauty of organic mentoring is its simplicity and sustainability — growth happens
naturally. When | look at Jesus' ministry, I'm struck by something profound: He could have
chosen thousands, but He invested deeply in twelve. And through those twelve, He
changed the world.

(44

"The most effective discipleship doesn't happen in rows or even circles - it happens in the
everyday moments of life shared between a mature believer and someone hungry to grow."”

- Tony Morgan of the Unstuck Group
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Simple Steps for Natural Growth

The One-to-One Connection

Sustained growth happens in relationships. Start with one person, meeting regularly,
sharing life and truth together. It might be breakfast at a local restaurant, a weekly walk in
the park, or brunch after church. The setting doesn't matter as much as the sharing.

The Living Room Circle

Your home can become holy ground. Invite three or four people over. Share a meal. Open
the Word. Talk about real life - the struggles, the victories, the questions. Some of the
deepest discipleship happens between bites of casserole and sips of hot chocolate.

The Digital Bridge

Even in our connected world, we can create intimate spaces for growth. A morning
devotion shared via text. Aweekly Zoom prayer meeting. A WhatsApp group for
encouragement and accountability. Technology becomes a tool for transformation when
used with intentional care.

The Service Path

Growth accelerates when we serve together. Take someone with you when you visit the
nursing home. Invite a new believer to help with the food pantry. Let them watch you pray
with people, share your faith, live out your calling.

Remember that young apple tree that needs stakes and strings to grow straight and strong?
That's mentoring. We're not forcing growth; we're providing support while the Spirit does
the growing.

Make it Personal

Start small. Start simple. But start somewhere:
e Choose one personto investin.
e Setaregulartime to meet.
e Share your life, not just your lessons.

e« Create space for questions and doubts.

e Celebrate small steps of growth.

The beauty of this approach? It works whether you're shepherding a church of 50 or 5,000.
Because at its heart, discipleship is about people walking together toward Jesus.
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Intentional Growth Paths: Creating Clear Next Steps

Let's talk about discipleship that moves people forward with purpose. While organic
relationships form the heart of growth, clear pathways provide the structure that helps
people progress. Think of it like a garden - relationships are the soil, but intentional
discipleship is the trellis that supports and guides the growth.

Recent studies show churches with clear discipleship tracks see:
e 76% higher spiritual growth rates
e 84% better member retention

¢ 91%increased leadership emergence

(414

"A church without a discipleship path is like a school without a curriculum."

- Rick Warren

HERE'S A PROVEN FOUR-PHASE APPROACH THAT SCALES FOR ANY CHURCH SIZE:

1. Foundations Phase (4-6 weeks) 2. Formation Phase (8-12 weeks)
e Basic Christian beliefs e Deeper biblical understanding
e Prayerand Bible study habits e Spiritual disciplines practice
e Church connection points e Gift discovery
e Personaltestimony development e Community integration
3. Service Phase (ongoing) 4. Multiplication Phase (life-long)
e Ministry involvement e Mentoring others
o Gift deployment e Leading small groups
e Team participation e Ministry development
e Leadership exposure e Disciple-making

38



2026 Guide to What's Working Now in Church Leadership

Small Groups: Where Real Life Change Happens

Jesus, with all of heaven's resources at His disposal, chose to invest deeply in just twelve?
There's profound wisdom here for churches of any size. It’s the power of Going Deeper
with Fewer. Recent studies tell a compelling story:

e Churches with active small groups see 84% higher member retention.
e Small group participants are 5x more likely to stay connected during life challenges.
e 92% of spiritual growth happens in groups of 12 or fewer.

John Maxwell notes, "Growth is not automatic. It requires intentional pursuit." While your
small group pathway doesn't need to be complicated, it must be clear. We've outlined two
working models: one for churches with more than 80 attendees, and another for churches
with fewer than 80.

The primary model is divided into three categories:
e Adventure Groups (for connection)
e Growth Groups (for spiritual and life formation)
e Service Groups (for acts of service)

These categories are flexible starting points, not rigid boundaries. Your groups may
naturally blend elements of connection, growth, and service. We offer these distinctions
simply to spark your creativity and help you think strategically about meeting different
needs in your congregation. Feel free to adapt and customize these models to fit your
unique church culture and community.

® Adventure Groups (Connection) ® Adventure Groups (Church -80)
e Walking groups . e Monthly hiking group (8 people)
e Craftcircles 1 e Moms’ coffee connects (4-6 people)
e Sportsteams e Bi-weekly basketball (10-12 people)
» Cooking classes { e Monthly disc golf (4-10 people)

e Explore the 734 (dinner nights) e  Explore the 734 (4-12 people)

® Growth Groups (Formation) ® Growth Groups (Church -80)
e Game night + devotional e Kitchen table study (4-6 people)
e Biblicaltraining courses e Men’s breakfast study (4-6 people)
e Life skills development e |ntercessory group (4-8 people)
e Marriage / Pre-marriage classes e Family growth track (4-10 people)
e Financial Stewardship ! e Thruthe Bible (2-6 people)
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e Global missions’ trips e State-side missions (4-6 people)

¢ Community service projects e Community partnership (4-6 people)
e Recovery groups e Rotating care team (4-8 people)

e Crisis response network . e Adopt-A-Block (6-12 people)

e Food & shelter initiatives ! e Card ministry (2-4 people)

Each type of group plays a vital role in building a healthy church community. Adventure
Groups create natural spaces for relationships to form, Growth Groups deepen faith
through intentional discipleship, and Service Groups put that faith into action. Together,
they form a comprehensive approach that meets people wherever they are on their
spiritual journey - whether they're taking their first steps toward faith, seeking deeper
biblical understanding, or ready to make an impact in their community. The beauty of this
model lies in its ability to provide multiple entry points while moving people toward greater
spiritual maturity and meaningful engagement.

Why Small Groups Work in Small Churches

1. Natural Intimacy
o Easierto track relationships
¢ Quickerto notice absences

e Deeper connections form naturally

2. Flexible Scheduling
e Canadaptto everyone's availability
e« Easierto coordinate between groups

e Simple to adjust for seasons

3. Resource Efficiency

e Uses existing relationships

¢ Requires minimal facilities

e Leverages natural leadership

As Bill Hybels notes, "The small group is the most powerful transformational unit in the
world." In your small church, you're not at a disadvantage - you're perfectly positioned for
authentic, life-changing community.
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07 - Multiplying Impact: Growing Tomorrow's Leaders Today

I remember the day | realized my email inbox was getting more attention than my prayer
list. That was a wake-up call. Like many of you, | found myself caught between
spreadsheets and hospital visits, board meetings and broken hearts. Carey Nieuwhof hit
close to home when he said, “Pastors spend 70% of their time on administrative tasks.”

The problem? Too many pastors are trying to be Superman in the sanctuary, Batman in the
boardroom, and Wonder Woman in worship - and you're exhausted. | get it. But here's the
truth you need today: even Jesus had a team!

Pastors spend 70% of 82% of pastor

their time on experience regular
administrative tasks. exhaustion

91% of church leaders
who build teams last
longer in ministry.

The Solo Show Has Got to Go

If Jesus needed a team, and Moses needed a team ... we most definitely need a team!
Moses - arguably the greatest leader in the Old Testament - hit his breaking point and

straight up told God ... "I can't do this by myself—it's too much, all these people.”
(Numbers 11:14 MSG)

Even the most extraordinary leaders recognized they couldn't shoulder their burdens alone.
When Moses reached his limit, God didn't rebuke him for his honesty — instead, He
provided seventy elders to share the load. This teaches us that admitting we need help isn't
a sign of weakness, but of wisdom. In today's complex world, seeking support and building
a strong team isn't just helpful —it's essential for sustainable leadership and impact.
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Your Team is Closer Than You Think

"But wait, my church is too small for a team!" Let me stop
you right there. David didn't start with an army - he started
with a few mighty men. Leadership potentialis already

sitting in your pews!

To find your mighty men and women, look for people who:

Show up consistently.

Solve problems without being asked,
Serve with excellence in small things.
See needs before they’re announced.

PO

The Delegation Revolution

Don’t look away from these humbers - when you start
delegating:

e Your stress drops by 64%
¢ Ministry effectiveness increases by 73%

¢ Team satisfaction jumps by 86%

Show up
consistently

Serve with
excellencein
small things

Solve problems
without being
asked

See needs
before they're
announced

—— BURNOUT CITY

Straight to burnout city.

Some people have to learn the hard way! That’s me. Early in ministry, |
thought being a good leader meant doing everything myself. | was
cleaning the church, printing the bulletins, cutting the grass, counseling
families, and preaching three times a week. Know where that led?

Then | read something that changed everything: "If you're doing everything, you're
developing no one." That hit differently, and it forced me to confront an uncomfortable
truth: my need to control everything was actually holding our team back. Here's the
practical process we used to start sharing the load, and trust me, it works. The key? Start

small but always keep the bigger picture in mind.
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Start Small, Dream Big

1. Make a List

o From making coffee to making decisions
o From prayer lists to property maintenance
o From Sunday prep to social media

2. Share the Load

o Startwith small tasks
o Build trust gradually

o Celebrate small wins
o Increase responsibility

"Two are better off than one, because together they can work more effectively.”

- Solomon

It's not just ancient wisdom - It's a survival strategy for modern ministry. As you release

responsibilities, you're not just freeing up your time; you're investing in people's growth,
building a more resilient ministry, and creating space for God to work through others in

ways you might never have imagined.

The goal isn't to make yourself dispensable, but to make your mission unstoppable.
When we embrace the power of teamwork, we're not just working smarter - we're modeling
the kind of collaborative community that the church was always meant to be.

Leadership Development

A recent study from Leadership Network }
about prioritizing leadership development: @ O

58% 7%

Higher member More effective

satisfaction o o ministry impact

43% 72%

Better staff retention Stronger volunteer
engagement
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B

IDENTIFY POTENTIAL CREATE LEARNING
LEADERS MOMENTS

Keep your eyes open for those who demonstrate First, you show them (I do-you watch).
faithfulness in small things. Watch for natural Then, you let them help (I do-you help).
influencers and note that problem-solvers are Next, they take the lead (You do-I help).

very valuable. Equally important are those with I Finally, they soar (You do-| watch). 02

strong relational skills. °

5 STEPS TO

GROWING LEADERS
CREATE BUILD YOUR

LEADERSHIP ,‘ o LEADERSHIP
MOMENTS O ettt igne ek PIPELINE

- Andy Stanely unfolds across four
distinct levels. At Level 1,
team members begin by

Intentionally create
opportunities for
leadership growth

through monthl
Ieadersghip Iunchgs serving faithfully in basic
focused book discussions, * responsibilities, They
ministry shadowing, and o .o advance to Level 2, where
hands-on project - ’ Uil becorrje team
leadership. These leaders leading tasks.
structured moments allow Lev‘ell 2 mark.s t.he
potential leaders to — — A e
. a leaders leading teams.
develop their skills. —
P ’ . = Finally, at Level 4, leaders
evolve into ministry

0 5 developers who lead
o= leaders. 03

O

USE THE "THREE P" METHOD

Begin by partnering potential leaders with experienced ones, allowing them to observe

and learn. Then, they move to practice, taking on small leadership tasks while receiving 04
active guidance and feedback. Finally, foster their progress by gradually expanding

their responsibilities as they demonstrate readiness and capability.
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"EVERYTHING RISES AND FALLS ON LEADERSHIP."

- John Maxwell

Tim Keller captures a fundamental truth about modern ministry: "The modern pastor must
be both present and proactive, both spiritual and strategic." This wisdom reveals four
essential leadership paradoxes:

1. Ashepherd's emotional intelligence paired with a leader's organizational excellence
2. Spirit-led prayer planning balanced with strategic project management

3.

4. Responsive crisis care while intentionally shaping ministry culture

Heart-focused people development alongside systematic process improvement

Successfully Integrating
both Pastoral Care and
Administrative Excellence

Staoff .
Satisfaction Volunteer Retention

soars by Increases by

58% 37% %

Community Trust

Ministry é ﬂ%{l Strengthens by
Impact
Grows by 7 2 %

L5%

These numbers tell a compelling story: when we embrace both the heart of a
shepherd and the mind of a leader, we create environments where both people
and programs thrive.

Source: Dr. Henry Cloud
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The paradoxes mentioned by Tim Keller aren't contradictions but complementary forces
that strengthen ministry - a truth powerfully validated by Dr. Henry Cloud's research
(above). His studies reveal that churches successfully integrating both pastoral care and
administrative excellence experience dramatic improvements across all metrics.

From Overwhelmed to Empowered: Your Leadership Journey

Begin your leadership multiplication journey by identifying 2-3 potential leaders and
creating simple training opportunities through manageable projects. Build gradually
through monthly development meetings, focused book studies, and hands-on ministry
experiences. As your leadership base grows, empower these new leaders to develop
others, form leadership teams, and share meaningful responsibilities.

Eugene Peterson reminds us that ministry isn't about numbers but about truly seeing
people: "The pastor's question is not '"How many people are you seeing?' but 'Are you
seeing people?'" By developing leaders well, you create a margin to see and serve
people more deeply - transforming not just your ministry's reach but its very heart. The
journey from being overwhelmed to empowered starts with a single step: sharing the load.

Leadership isn't reserved for megachurches or ministry veterans —it's the birthright of every
congregation, regardless of size or setting. In the smallest rural chapel or the bustling urban
center, the seeds of leadership are waiting to be cultivated. They're found in the faithful
volunteer who always arrives early to pray over the sanctuary, in the young adult who
naturally gathers others for coffee and conversation, in the retired teacher who sees
potential in everyone they meet.

The path to a vibrant, thriving church doesn't begin with programs or resources — it begins
with the intentional decision to see and develop the leaders already in your midst. When
you commit to nurturing these emerging leaders, you're not just solving today's
challenges; you're building tomorrow's opportunities. Every person you invest in
becomes a new channel for ministry, a fresh source of ideas, and another heart ready to
carry the mission forward.

The journey from where you are to where God is calling your church may seem daunting,
but it's traveled one step, one leader, one act of faith at a time. Start small, but dream big.
Begin with one person, but envision a movement. Because when leadership
development becomes part of your church's DNA, you're not just building an organization —
you're cultivating a living, growing ecosystem of ministry that will continue to bear fruit for
generations to come.

The future of your church isn't limited by your size or your resources - it's shaped by your
commitment to seeing, developing, and releasing the leaders God has already placed in
your care.
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08 - One Family, Many Generations: Bridging the Age Gap

Let me share a story that captures the heart of multi-generational ministry. Forty years ago,
while serving as a youth pastor, | withessed something extraordinary. Our youth group was
thriving — teenagers growing in their faith, discovering prayer, and building strong
relationships. But the most transformative moment came from an unexpected source: an
elderly man we affectionately called "Jumping Johnson," known for his exuberant worship
and deep connection with the Lord.

Following a spiritual prompting, | arranged for our youth group to visit Johnson's home.
What unfolded that day transcended typical youth ministry programming. This man in his
80s, with decades of walking with God, began pouring out spiritual wisdom that captivated
every teenager in the room. They hung on his every word, absorbing truths that no youth
curriculum could replicate. It wasn't just a meeting — it was a divine appointment where
generations connected in God's presence.

The impact? Those same teenagers, now in their 50s, still testify to the invaluable
influence of those moments with Jumping Johnson. What seemed like a simple youth group
outing became a defining moment in their spiritual formation. This wasn't just about
bridging a generational gap; it was about tapping into God's design for spiritual family —
where the wisdom of age meets the energy of youth, creating something beautiful and
lasting.

This story illustrates a profound truth about multi-generational ministry: the most
powerful moments often happen when we step outside our age-siloed comfort zones.
Today's churches spend countless resources trying to create relevant youth programs,
while spiritual giants sit in our pews, their wisdom largely untapped.

Consider the elements that made this connection so powerful:

e Itwas organic, not forced through a formal program

¢ |tcentered around authentic spiritual experience, not entertainment

o The older believer's genuine passion for God (expressed through his "jumping"
worship) resonated with young hearts

¢ Theinformal home setting created space for natural relationship building

¢ Theimpactlasted notjust days or months, but decades

This story challenges our modern ministry assumptions. While we're debating worship
styles and programming strategies, perhaps we're missing something fundamental: the raw
power of generational connections. Those teenagers didn't need another youth activity —
they needed to see faith lived out through someone who had walked with God for decades.
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Biblical Foundation: God's Heart for Generational Impact

PN

"These commandments... are to be on your hearts. Impress them on your children.
Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road."”

Deuteronomy 6:6-7

Notice the seamless integration of faith across generations — it wasn't a program; it was a
lifestyle. Throughout Scripture, we see this pattern repeated. Moses mentored Joshua. Eli,
despite his flaws, shaped young Samuel. Elijah invested in Elisha. Paul poured into
Timothy, calling him "my true son in the faith." Jesus himself modeled cross-generational
ministry, engaging with children and elders, reaching across social and age barriers to build
His church.

The early church took this seriously. In Acts, we see multi-generational communities
gathering in homes, sharing meals, worshipping together, and supporting each other. They
understood something we often miss: faith flourishes best when it's shared across
generations.

Rethinking Our Approach

The modern church often operates like a well-intentioned but disconnected family living in
the same house but on different floors. The teens are in the basement with their sound
system and games. Young adults gather in the kitchen for coffee and conversation. Parents
meet in the living room to discuss family life. And our seniors? They're often tucked away in
a quiet study.

Len Sweet, one of our wisest voices in church leadership, says something profound: "The
church should be the one place where age segregation goes to die." Recent research from
the Fuller Youth Institute backs this up - teenagers who have at least five meaningful
relationships with adults outside their family are twice as likely to keep their faith after high
school.

Here's what Leadership Network's latest research tells us about successful multi-
generational churches:

e They're twice as likely to have formal mentoring programs
e 73% regularly create serving opportunities that mix age groups
e 81% include multiple generations in decision-making processes
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Legacy and Innovation: Connecting Church Generations

Recent research reveals a compelling shared desire: meaningful, cross-generational
relationships. From our seasoned saints who carry decades of spiritual wisdom, to our
middle generation juggling multiple life demands, to our rising youth seeking authentic
mentorship —the data shows that each group yearns for genuine connection with the
others. Barna and the Unstuck Group paint a fascinating picture:

Legacy and Innovation:
Connecting Church Generations

| & 1%
G Express a Deep Desire to

Invest in Younger
Generations

SEASONED SAINTS
Ages 65+

89%
Seek Authentic

Community ina 1IDDLE G RISING GEN
Disconnected World " Anpe OF-F Ages 265_ C

84%

Say they want
meaningful connections
with older Christians

Our Seasoned Saints (65+):

e Find deep meaning in traditions and hymns (78%)

e Carryrich spiritual heritage that younger generations desperately need
e Pray more consistently than any other age group (92% pray daily)

e Have weathered storms that can strengthen others' faith

Seasoned saints often feel their wisdom is overlooked in our rush to modernize. Yet when
surveyed, 79% express a deep desire to invest in younger generations — they just need
intentional opportunities and invitation to do so.

Our Middle Generations (25-54):

¢ Navigate the complex dance of career, family, and faith

¢ Seek authentic community in a disconnected world (89%)
e Value flexibility without compromising commitment

e Bring both stability and adaptability to ministry
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The middle generation wants to honor traditional church values while creating space for
innovation. Their biggest request? Opportunities to both receive wisdom from older
generations and mentor younger ones. They're natural bridge-builders, but we rarely create
space for them to fulfill this role.

Our Rising Generation (Under 25):

e Hunger for genuine impact more than impressive programs (92%)
e Wantto be part of writing the story, not just reading it

o Navigate faith in an increasingly digital world (95%)

e Bring fresh eyes to timeless truths

Our rising generation isn't just asking for more youth programs — they're asking for authentic
relationships with adults who'll invest in their lives. A striking 84% say they want meaningful
connections with older Christians who can help them navigate faith in a complex world.
They're looking for spiritual parents and grandparents.

(44

"The most powerful inter-generational ministry happens in the margins - the
conversations before and after events, the shared moments of service, the
natural life intersections we create space for."

- Mark DeVries from Ministry Architects

Crossover Moments

In our pursuit of authentic intergenerational ministry, we've identified four crucial
crossover moments that naturally bridge the generational gaps in our churches.

e
Side-by-Side
Generations serving together

A Seat at the Table Ministry Teams
Implementing Shared
leadership

Organic Mentorship
Beyond age-segregated
studies

Decision Making

Legacy in Action
Creating smooth transitions

Bridge Periods
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Creating Intentional Crossover Moments

In our pursuit of authentic intergenerational ministry, we've identified four crucial
crossover moments that naturally bridge the generational gaps in our churches. When we
serve together, make decisions together, share life's informal moments, and combine our
unique generational strengths, we create a tapestry of faith that's both timeless and timely.

1. Side-by-Side

Design service projects that leverage each generation's strengths. When generations serve
together, transformation happens naturally. Create ministry teams that intentionally mix
ages - from greeting teams to outreach projects. The shared experience of serving creates
natural mentoring moments that programs alone can't replicate.

What it looks like:

e Multi-generational mission trips and service projects.

¢ Launch community initiatives that combine traditional outreach with social media
engagement.

o Create mixed-age worship teams that blend traditional and contemporary styles.

¢ Develop church history projects where seniors share stories while youth create
digital archives.

2. A Seat at the Table

Imagine a church where every generation has a seat at the decision-making table. It’s
called shared leadership. When the 20-year-old worship team member and the 70-year-old
prayer warrior both have a voice in shaping church direction, we gain a fuller picture of
God's vision for our community. Young leaders bring innovation and fresh perspective,
while seasoned leaders provide wisdom and stability.

Making it happen:

¢ Include at least three generations on key decision-making teams.

o Create mentoring pairs between experienced and emerging leaders.

e Give each generation real voice and real responsibility.

e Allow for both traditional and innovative approaches to problem-solving.

3. Organic Mentorship

Identify your spiritual gold miners. Every church has its Jumping Johnsons — people whose
deep walk with God transcends age barriers. Foster natural mentoring relationships by
creating margin around church events. The most meaningful conversations often happen in
the informal moments - the coffee before Bible study, the shared car ride to serve, the
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casual lunch after service. It's about fostering a culture where generational connection
becomes natural and expected.

Key Strategies:

¢ Monthly "Legacy Lunches" where seniors share their faith stories with youth.

e Establish prayer partnerships across generations.

o Develop skill-sharing initiatives where generations teach each other (tech skills, life
skills, Bible study methods).

e Mixed-age small groups focusing on life application.

4. Legacy in Action

Creating smooth transitions between age groups ensures we don't lose precious members
during life changes. By implementing intentional "bridge periods" where individuals
participate in both their current and next ministry level, we help people maintain strong
church connections through every life stage. This process creates natural mentoring
relationships and helps each person find their place in the next chapter of their spiritual
journey. Effective Approaches:

e Establish a "Senior Youth" program where 17-18 year olds participate in both youth
and young adult ministries.

o Create "Next Step" groups for college students transitioning into young professional
life.

¢ Develop mentoring pairs between outgoing and incoming members of each ministry
phase.

¢ Implement gradual leadership transitions where emerging leaders serve alongside
experienced ones before taking the reins.

Building a truly intergenerational church requires intentional strategies across multiple
dimensions. Through "Side-by-Side" ministry, we create natural mentoring moments. "A
Seat at the Table" ensures every generation has a voice in church leadership and decision-
making, "Organic Mentorship" leverages those special individuals who naturally bridge
generational gaps. Finally, "Legacy in Action" establishes clear pathways for transition
between age groups.

(44

"The future of the church isn't just about reaching the next generation - it's
about connecting every generation to God's eternal purpose.”

- Glenn Packiam

52



2026 Guide to What's Working Now in Church Leadership

Practical Implementation

® 7

Start Where You Are: Build Your Strategy:

Audit your current ministry Begin with one ministry area for

structure... pilot integration...

v' Where are generations naturally v' Create a "Generational
connecting? Integration Team."

v" Where are the biggest v' Set clear goals and metrics for
generational gaps? success.

v' What immediate opportunities v" Plan for both quick wins and
exist for integration? long-term culture change.

’J
J\ Common Pitfalls to Avoid:

v" Don't force artificial connections.
v Avoid sacrificing excellence for inclusion.
v" Remember that change takes time.

v Don't eliminate all age-specific ministry

Ed Stetzer's recent study revealed something crucial: churches where leadership teams
include at least three generations show:

e 68% higher engagement across all age groups
e 84% better retention of young adults
e 91% stronger overall church health
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The Future Is Family: Your Next Steps

The most powerful ministry often happens when we simply create space for generations to
connect naturally in God's presence. Today's church needs more living rooms where
wisdom meets wonder, more opportunities for passionate faith to span generations.

Remember those teenagers from the Jumping Johnson story? They're now positioned to
become spiritual mentors themselves. This illustrates the multiplying power of
generational ministry:

e Generation One (Jumping Johnson) invested in

e Generation Two (the youth group, now adults) who can investin
e Generation Three (today's youth) creating

e Generation Four (future impact)

Forty years from now, someone might be telling a story about how your decision to connect
generations changed their life. The question isn't whether multi-generational ministry
works —the question is whether we'll be bold enough to create space for God to work
through all generations for His glory.

As Psalm 145:4 reminds us, "One generation commends your works to another; they tell
of your mighty acts."”

09 - Double Duty: Your Bi-Vocational Roadmap

The apostle Paul didn't just shake cities with the Gospel - he stitched tents to pay the bills.
Two thousand years later, a new generation of tentmakers is revolutionizing ministry,
proving that some of God's most powerful work happens between Sunday sermons and
sales meetings. These modern-day Pauls aren't just surviving in two worlds - they're thriving
in them, reaching people in spaces traditional ministry never could.

Think about it: While other pastors are scheduling lunch with deacons, these kingdom
entrepreneurs are sharing Christ in break rooms and boardrooms. They're not just
preaching about the marketplace - they're living in it, building bridges between Sunday
worship and Monday work in ways full-time ministers simply can't.

Dr. Karl Vaters said, "Bi-vocational ministry isn't about doing more with less time - it's about
doing what matters most with the time you have."

And that's exactly what we will talk about!
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Thriving in Two Worlds:
A Heart-to-Heart About
Bi-Vocational Ministry.

"Ministry is not a profession; it's a passion,
and that passion burns just as brightly in a
factory as it does in a sanctuary."

- Max Lucado

1. Your Supernatural Assignment

Every week, you're living out a miracle. While others
debate work-life balance, you're orchestrating a
divine dance between marketplace and ministry.
You're not just managing time - you're multiplying it
through heaven's economy. Every conversation at
your workplace becomes sacred space. Every project
deadline becomes a prayer line. Every customer
interaction becomes a counseling moment.
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2. Your Double Impact

Here's what makes you extraordinary: You're not
just bridging two worlds — you're transforming both
= of them. In your workplace, you're the hands and
sy feet of Jesus, bringing His presence into boardrooms
and break rooms. In your church, you're bringing

=1
@ real-world wisdom that makes the gospel tangible
S

and relevant. You're not divided between two
callings — you're doubled in your impact.

3. Your Kingdom Strategy

When Paul made tents, he wasn't just funding his
ministry — he was fulfilling it. Like him, your
"secular" work isn't a distraction from your calling -
it's an extension of it. Every skill you master in your
profession makes you a more effective shepherd.
Every relationship you build in the marketplace
expands your mission field.

4. Your Divine Wisdom

The most beautiful part? God didn't give you this
assignment without giving you the grace for it. He's
given you a unique ability to see opportunities where
others see overwhelm, to find ministry moments in
mundane meetings, and to turn time constraints into
focused impact. You're not just managing two jobs —
you're mastering the art of being present in both
worlds, and God is using every minute of it.
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Remember this: When Jesus fed the five thousand, He didn't just multiply loaves and fishes
—He multiplied impact through limited resources. That's exactly what He's doing through
your bi-vocational ministry. You're not just making it work —you're making it multiply.

Building Your Ministry Multipliers

Let me share what Dr. Kennon Callahan calls the "blessed efficiency" of bi-vocational
ministry. It's not about doing less; it's about empowering more. Here's what the most recent
studies from Leadership Network and Church Answers are showing us:

1. Your Leadership Core

The latest research shows churches with strong lay leadership teams grow 31% faster.
Here's why:

¢ They extend your ministry reach without extending your hours
e They bring marketplace wisdom into ministry decisions
e They create natural bridges between church and community

Think about Moses and Jethro's wisdom - you need your "70 elders"” to share the load.
When you build a strong leadership core:

e Pastoral care happens even when you're at work
e Ministry continues without your direct involvement
e Your limited time creates more opportunities for others to grow

2. Simplified for Impact

Tony Morgan from the Unstuck Group found something fascinating: churches with
streamlined structures see a 47% increase in ministry effectiveness. For bi-vocational
pastors, this means:

¢ Fewer but more meaningful meetings

e Clear decision-making processes

e Focus on high-impact ministries

¢ Permission to say "not now" to good but non-essential programs

3. Systems That Serve
Recent findings from Carey Nieuwhof's research show that effective bi-vocational pastors:

¢ Usedigital tools to extend their reach (47% higher engagement)

e Create clear communication channels (reduces administrative time by 62%)
e Develop standard processes for common situations

e Leverage "batch working" for sermon preparation and planning
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The Bi-Vocational Advantage

Here's something beautiful that William Vanderbloemen discovered in his latest church
leadership study: bi-vocational pastors often have higher credibility when speaking about:

o Work-life integration (84% congregation trust factor)

e Marketplace ministry (73% higher engagement in workplace evangelism)

o Stewardship and giving (91% more likely to have financially healthy churches)
e Real-world application of faith (67% higher sermon retention)

Remember, Jesus spent most of His adult life as a carpenter. Your "other job" isn't a
distraction from ministry - it's an extension of it. Every workplace conversation, every
professional relationship, every marketplace challenge becomes an opportunity for
kingdom impact.

Looking Forward: Seeds of Tomorrow's Church

As we look ahead to 2026 and beyond, one truth remains constant: effective church
leadership is about both timeless wisdom and timely application. The chapters in this
guide reflect the delicate balance between preserving what matters most and embracing
the innovations that will carry our mission forward.

From nurturing your greatest asset — your people — to embracing digital ministry as the new
front door, from building multigenerational connections to supporting bi-vocational
leaders, each aspect of ministry requires both intentionality and adaptability. The
successful church of tomorrow won't be built on programs alone, but on the passionate
pursuit of authentic community and spiritual transformation.

Remember that your leadership journey isn't just about managing today's challenges —it's
about planting seeds for tomorrow's harvest. As you implement these strategies and
insights, know that you're not just building a church; you're cultivating a legacy of faith that
will impact generations to come.

May this guide serve as both a practical roadmap and an inspiration for your continued
journey in ministry. The future of the church is bright, not because of our methods or
strategies, but because of the unchanging promise that Christ continues to build His
church, one life, one community, one generation at a time.

© AOCLI, 2025
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