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Introduction

Matthew, the lead pastor, would say he and his church are experiencing a culture change. Our churches often need a makeover, a
culture change, in order to focus outward more.
What follows in this book is what we gave Matthew and now want
to give you: a strong biblical foundation and best practices from
congregations that are effectively reaching people and having an
impact in their communities. These best practices were discovered
through research and then applied in 182 churches across the country
through pastor cohort leadership labs.
As you go on this journey and read this book, get a group of leaders
from your church to read and apply it with you. Encourage one another
and stimulate one another’s creativity. Hold one another accountable
by working through the discussion questions together. We have also
provided resources and exercises for you online that you will be able to
access after purchasing this book. See appendix one for more informa
tion. Begin to grow your morale, vision, and impact through outreach.
I believe—and have seen—that if you turn outward as a church, you
can reach people and change your community. And after all, isn’t this
what we as people and congregations are meant for?
Overarching Structure

Here is a preview of what is to come:
Part one will analyze the serious problem mistaken of myths about the
church and the receptivity of unchurched individuals to congregations.
We will see that some church people are behaving badly with statistics.
We will look at the false narrative many churches have adopted about the
attitude of unchurched people to congregations and its negative
consequences—making congregations and leaders pessimistic and passive
about reaching new people and influencing their communities. There is a
better and truer narrative about the degree to which unchurched people
in America are receptive to c ongregations, and that narrative needs to be
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told. In particular, we found surprising receptivity among unchurched
millennials (people born between 1981 and 1996), nones (people who say
they have no religious preference on surveys), and the nominally religious.
As we embrace and pursue a new narrative about the receptivity in all
these groups, it will give us more hope, optimism, and activism when it
comes to reaching new people and influencing communities.
Part two will sum up the major findings from our two studies of
Protestant churches: one surveying three thousand churches and one
surveying fifteen hundred churches for a total of forty-five hundred
churches. These surveys have resulted in us identifying two key factors
that you can pursue to become a conversion community that reaches
and influences new people. Qualitatively, we define a conversion
community as a congregation that is seeing changed lives and growing
primarily through reaching new people rather than by adding already
churched people from some other congregation. I will unpack later
the key quantitative criteria I used for defining conversion communities. The term conversion community was suggested by my friend
Doug Schaupp, who used it as a central concept in his book Breaking
the Huddle. These two factors structure the whole change process we
lay out in this book to revitalize your congregation through your
mission. Part two explores the cluster of factors that is captured by this
question: How do you get all your leaders participating in the mission
of God to reach people and restore communities? Your leaders represent the DNA of your church. If your leaders have a missional DNA,
your church and e veryone who comes into your church will catch that
DNA. This missional-leader development process is one half of what
our research showed can revitalize your congregation.
Part three will unpack the other cluster of factors captured by this
question: How do you develop a missional culture in your whole
congregation? The results of our interviews with nearly sixty top-10percent conversion-community churches showed us the key factors that
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characterize missional congregations. These factors have enabled them
to grow by reaching new people and influencing their communities. In
this part, we get to hear from both pastors and the previously unchurched,
who tell us why they came to Christ and to a particular congregation. We
found three simple practices that any church could adopt and adapt for
becoming more missional and reaching more people. Parts two and three,
then, are the heart of the vision we want to communicate that came out
of our research and has been field tested. These two parts structure the
book but also seek to pass on a vision for the kind of congregation your
church could become and the kind of impact you could have.
I have had a front-row seat in seeing what I am presenting work.
After ministering among college students for twenty-five years with
InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, including time spent as national field
director of evangelism, I became a pastor of evangelism and discipleship
in an Anglican church and practiced what I will recommend in this
book. After my time as a pastor at that church, I then helped with the
first Willow Creek Church multisite campus, planted by Jim Tomberlin
in DuPage County. I was the evangelism champion for that plant. We
saw a number of people give their lives to Christ, and I was part of a
larger church culture that made a difference in my community.
Since then I have been involved in Community Christian Church
in Naperville, Illinois, with Dave and Jon Ferguson, and now I attend
a small urban Anglican church plant called Cornerstone in Chicago’s
West Loop. I have also worked to establish a relational connection to
my parish Catholic church, Old St. Mary’s in the South Loop of
Chicago, because of the wonderful impact they are making in my
neighborhood. So I am not just a researcher; I am also a practitioner,
and I love to bridge strong missional theology with good cultural
analysis and church best practices to help churches and pastors thrive
in their mission. I also must admit, I have learned just as much from
my mistakes as I have from making wonderful progress. Our findings
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are based on Protestant churches because that is where my primary
e xpertise lies, but they also have significant relevance for congregations in other wings of the church, like Catholic or Orthodox.
Not only am I a practitioner but I have also led the process of
testing every one of these insights and best practices in local churches
in many cities through our leadership cohorts. Pastors have seen their
church DNA change, new people reached and retained, their
congregation revitalized, and their communities influenced for good.
Keys To Recovering Missional Imagination

Jesus once said, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Ask
the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers” (Lk 10:2). Jesus
had a vibrant and contagious missional imagination. As I talk to church
leaders around the country, I often feel like I hear the opposite message:
“The harvest is sparse, the workers are many, and the c ompetition for
the few interested unchurched people is intense. People in our culture
just don’t care about the gospel any more, and they don’t like the church.”
Our team’s research findings don’t agree. I think Jesus’ assessment and
prayer are still relevant for America today. Imagine if churches and
leaders around the country started to radiate hope that the message we
have and the service we offer is needed, welcomed, and wanted by many,
and can still affect the direction of the unchurched and the quality of
life in our communities. Such a rooted and realistic hope could change
a nation. That is the power of missional imagination.
I want to offer a few keys that are foundational to recovering a
missional imagination for the harvest in North America. These are the
underlying assumptions for this book. If you don’t agree with them,
you will at least know where I am starting from and why. The three
key foundations for recovering missional imagination are:
• becoming reenchanted by the power and beauty of the mission
of Jesus
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• recovering the reality of the receptivity of the unchurched people
in our culture and the ripeness of the harvest
• recapturing a vision for the church and its potential for being
brighter light and stronger salt in our world
Here in the introduction I will say a few words about being re
enchanted by the mission of Jesus. Then the bulk of the book will
focus on research that uncovers the reality of the receptivity of the
unchurched in America and how we can recapture the church’s
potential for becoming brighter light and stronger salt in our world.
It can be very difficult for us to be reenchanted by the mission of
Jesus since for many of us familiarity has bred a loss of wonder and
awe. But I would suggest that is because we have lost sight of just
how revolutionary, captivating, and unconventional Jesus’ mission
was. Jesus reached the lost, alienated, socially ostracized, and religiously discarded people of his day, and he did so with compassion
and courage. I love the story recorded in Luke 19:1‑10 as a paradigmatic example of why Jesus went to the towns and villages of ancient Palestine. Jesus says about a despised and discarded Jewish
sellout to the Romans: he is why I came, to seek and to save the lost.
His main detractors were among the righteous, respectable religious
establishment. Jesus’ typical convert would have echoed today’s
common refrain, “I am spiritual but not religious. As a matter of
fact, religious people don’t even like me or want me around.” But
Jesus did more than just reach the dregs of religious society. He also
restored these broken and discarded people. After all, his most
compelling (and enchanting) description of his mission is recorded
in Luke 4:18‑19:
The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
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He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.
How can you get more compelling and beautiful than such restorative
work among the broken hearts and the bits and dregs of the world?
Jesus not only reached people and restored them; he also reproduced himself so that millions and ultimately billions could benefit
from his heart and compassion. He did so by calling together twelve
apprentices, modeling the life he wanted them to live and give away,
and then sending them out with power and hope for the whole
world. He reproduced his heart in the hearts of others. As a result,
his movement was not for a moment but for millennia, and his
mission was not to a few but to multitudes through all time. That is
compelling and powerful and beautiful. When the church recaptures
just a bit of this beauty and power, then people in it and in the world
take notice.
Jesus also had a funny way of building his kingdom: he gave it away.
“As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” ( Jn 20:21). That was his
way, to reproduce and then release laborers to the ends of the earth.
He didn’t build his own kingdom in his own time, maxing out his
power and influence. He gave away his life to others, then released
them to go everywhere to everyone to light a million little torches that
could be carried to every nation.
What did Jesus do? He reached. He restored. He reproduced. He
released. A strategy to change the world. And whenever we recover it,
we once again join that world-changing movement and contribute to
it. We start becoming brighter light and stronger salt.
I want to notice just a few things that stand out and speak to some
of our current debates over the mission of Jesus.
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Jesus did not come just to dialogue, accept, and understand. He
came to influence. He came to announce good news. He came to
change lives and create congregations or gatherings of his followers
on mission.
In this book, I am unashamedly concerned to see the renewal of
congregational life in America. Though I have the greatest respect for
the research and writing of Elizabeth Drescher in Choosing our Re‑
ligion: The Spiritual Lives of American Nones, and I deeply believe in
respecting the religious and spiritual journeys of people who are very
different from me, I only partly agree with her conclusion toward the
end of the book, where she says,
The energies of the majority of Americans who continue to affiliate with institutional religions, then, is best spent not in
attempts to “recapture” Nones and draw them back into churches,
synagogues, and mosques. It seems a far better spiritual investment to listen more deeply to their stories so that we can
develop a richer, more complex story of the American spirit.14
I agree we must listen deeply, affirm and learn all we can, and so enrich
the American conversation and culture. But in the end, I also believe
in being deeply faithful to one’s own tradition, Scripture, conscience,
and God, and to communicating respectfully, thoughtfully, and with
profound conviction one’s sense of the truth and the vision of the good
for all people. Only faith communities that have maintained such
commitment, conviction, and clarity of communication have continually experienced renewal and vitality. The biblical word that captures
this kind of passion and commitment is evangelism, which means
communicating the good news of God’s intervention through Christ
in history to put right everything that has gone so wrong—not
through conquest but through sacrifice, humility, love, and a death on
a cross. Churches and denominations that lose the priority of this kind
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of vibrant c ommunication and spiritual influence will dwindle and
only ultimately feed the none-ing of America of which Drescher
writes. So I am in this book and in my work and life a prioritist for
evangelism, despite the fact that the word evangelism conjures up very
negative images and associations for too many in America. As you will
see, I want to reimagine and revitalize a chastened but courageous and
clear evangelism, not discard or distance myself from such intentionality to influence.
I am also concerned to reimagine and revitalize the experience of
conversion to faith in the context of congregations. Conversion can
happen in a moment or over a long period of time.15 But congregations that are not conversionist, and that do not offer the hope of vibrant change in life direction and in quality of life, will again have
little to offer that cannot be found in the broader culture in any
association one might join. It is the transformative power of the
Christian message and of Christian congregations that will lead to the
revitalization of religious, or at least Christian, life in America. No
amount of strategy, structure, or civility can replace such vibrant
generativity of life, hope, and faith in Christ that is lived out in
communities. The greatest problem churches face is not the none-ing
of America but rather the none-ing and secularizing of the church.
When congregations recover the mission, passion, and conviction of
their founder, culture shift and religious disaffection will not undermine
or marginalize vibrant congregations. They will continue to grow and
be bright light and savory salt in their communities. Our research
across the country confirms that conviction.
Jesus may have said it best in Matthew 4:19 when inviting his first
followers to join him: “Come, follow me, . . . and I will send you out
to fish for people.”
May we be reenchanted and then reignited by the mission of Jesus.
With that foundation, we can look at our culture and its people and
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begin to have a missional imagination for them. Ready for the ride?
Let’s next look at the unchurched, why they are disconnected from
congregations, and what we might be able to do about it. We will immediately begin to discover some real news about the unchurched but
also some “Chicken Little” statistics that are getting in the way of our
mission and ministry as congregations.
Questions for Discussion

1. Churches in America are plateaued or declining at a significant rate.
Where do you see your church: plateaued, declining, or growing?
What factors are affecting your congregation’s trajectory?
2. Rick mentions several consequences of so many plateaued or declining churches, including a sense of discouragement or failure on
the part of pastors and leaders, the disconnection of many people
from the church, and the congregation feeling ineffective in the
mission of being brighter light and stronger salt in its community.
Among those consequences, where would you most like to see change
in your congregation and why?
3. Rick mentions several keys to recovering a missional imagination,
including becoming reenchanted by the power and beauty of the
mission of Jesus, recovering a vision for the receptivity of the unchurched people in our culture, and recapturing a vision for the
church and its potential for being brighter light and stronger salt in
our world. Where do you feel your congregation is strong on missional imagination, and where do you need to revitalize?
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