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“This is a different kind of book, and one desperately needed. No issue is of greater significance than the health of churches. And Dr. Crowe addresses this concern out of successful pastoral experience, a deep and quite proper conviction that the health of churches is achieved by centering on the Scriptures and especially preaching, and a practicality that discusses specific congregational evaluation and enhancement. At a time when discussions of church growth or congregational health draws heavily from dubious secular models, it is exciting to see a treatment that has a strong theological and biblical orientation.”

David R. Bauer, Ph.D.
Ralph Waldo Beeson Professor of Inductive Biblical Studies
Dean of the School of Biblical Interpretation 
Asbury Theological Seminary

 

 

“It is my privilege to recommend this book to all pastors, lay leaders and denominational facilitators. Dr. Crowe is passionate about having healthy, Christ-centered, bodies of Christ. His poignant discussion brings readers to understand that Christ's church is His body. It has a physiology. And its health and weakness can be most effectively understood and addressed by eternal Biblical principles. I have had the pleasure to reflect with John over the years as he developed his book. I know it will be a blessing to all who read it, to their churches, and to the Body of Christ throughout all the world.”

Rev. Thomas F Fischer, M.Div., M.S.A.,
Director, MinistryHealth.net
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Why I Wrote This Book

At the heart of God calling me into the ministry is my passion for seeing people becoming whole persons in Christ. While attending Asbury Theological Seminary from 1980-1983, I took a course on “Healing and the Christian Faith.” I read Frank Bateman Stanger’s book, God’s Healing Community (Abingdon Press, 1978; now out of print, but secondhand copies may be available on the internet). It contained a brief testimony about a pastor applying biblical healing steps to a church body through preaching. The story of this pastor preaching on the steps to bring healing into the corporate life of a church served as a seminal experience for writing this book.

Another major impetus has been my experience as pastor of various churches. I’ve been a pastor at churches in a city, small towns, and rural areas, and was pastor of more than one church at one time in what United Methodists call circuits.

A third incentive for writing is the lack of church health literature from any other perspective than that of the “systems theory.” As Anthony B. Robinson wrote, “By and large, congregational health seemed, to judge by the literature, not to match much with either the core convictions of the Christian faith, theology or the Bible.”1 To overlook, forget, or ignore the rich deposits of wisdom from the Bible and Christian theology is like building a house upon a foundation of sand instead of a foundation made of rock.

A fourth motivation for writing this book is the apparent lack of ecclesiology among pastors who graduate from seminary and from those still in seminary. Princeton Theological Seminary professor Ellen Charry boldly states, “I am increasingly realizing that a number of our ministerial students have no ecclesiology to speak of. For them the church is a voluntary not-for-profit organization run like a local franchise.”2

My fifth reason is the contribution that the epistle to the Ephesians offers to church health literature. T.J. Addington is a Senior Vice President with the Evangelical Free Church of America. For two decades, he has been a pastor, consultant, denominational leader, and author. On Thursday, July 16, 2009, he posted an entry, “Ephesians and Church Health”, in his blog, Leading from the Sandbox. I fully agree with his opening sentence: “For all the talk about church health, possibly the most underutilized resource is that of the book of Ephesians which is, if nothing else, a primer on church health.”3

 




Introduction

Many of the churches I served as pastor received limited benefits from various church growth programs, both prior to my being there and while I was their pastor. Neither 12 Keys to an Effective Church, nor Rose Sims Church Growth Program brought many lasting results. I am not alone in my experience. This experience raises the question about the effectiveness of working on church growth before addressing the church’s health. These books and programs seem to assume a church is healthy. Making such an assumption is likely to be futile and very often wrong.

Not knowing if a church is healthy enough to use a church growth program is like sowing corn seed in a field that has not been plowed and fertilized. Very little corn will grow, and what does grow will get choked to death by the weeds.

During my senior year in seminary, I set a goal to work one day on a doctor of ministry degree. I also set up a folder in my filing cabinet with a copy of the application to the DMin program. This degree focuses on some area of the practice of ministry. It entails attending required and elective classes; continuing to serve as a pastor; setting up a committee of church members to work with you; doing a ministry project in which one is a pastor; using research methods to measure the outcome of your project; and writing a dissertation about the whole experience.

Thirteen years after graduating from seminary, a wonderful church “turn around” experience at Franklin Memorial UMC helped with my being accepted into the doctor of ministry program at Asbury Theological Seminary in 1996.

A representative of the seminary dropped by for a visit. Upon hearing how God was blessing my ministry at Franklin Memorial UMC, he encouraged me to look into their DMin program. Not only was the experience of pursuing the degree a journey of faith, it also became a journey of personal and professional development.

My initial aim was to learn more about equipping churches for ministry and growth. Working on my “Biblical Studies” paper on Ephesians 4:7-13 broadened and deepened my understanding of the Greek word καταρτισµον, translated “equip.” I understood the application of its medical usage as focusing on the health of a body of believers.

When I studied the historic usage of the Greek word in Ephesians 4:13, I learned that it was also “...a medical term referring to the setting of a fracture.”1 Like many pastors, I understood Ephesians 4:13 as a call to equip the church to become soldiers of Christ in terms of numerical growth; however, the word carries a richer meaning. As William Barclay states in his commentary:

This word’s military usage speaks of fully furnishing an army. Its civic usage speaks of pacifying a city, which is torn by factions. Its medical usage speaks of setting a broken bone or putting a joint back into place. The basic idea of the word is that of putting a thing into the condition in which it ought to be.2

That paper helped me understand that my theology of healing was too individualistic and my theology of equipping a church was overly program oriented. Thus began my journey of integrating my theology of healing with my growing understanding of the meaning of equipping.

By then I had moved from Franklin Memorial UMC to a church with a very unhealthy history. The district superintendent and bishop hoped that my ministry would bring that church into better health. I found myself overwhelmed by a flood of health problems. Things were much worse than they had been at Franklin Memorial UMC. That experience, however, did fuel my passion for church health and, now, the writing of this book.

After a short time at that very unhealthy church, I moved to become pastor of Gibson Memorial UMC. I continued working on my doctor of ministry degree.

Gibson Memorial UMC had recently split over contemporary Christian music in the worship services. Actually, this music issue turned out to be a symptom of a power struggle. During my first year in 1998, I learned that many in the congregation shared my outlook of church health being a prerequisite for church growth.

Before launching my church health preaching program, my mentor and I developed four dimensions of a church body that needed biblical preaching and teaching to help a church body have sound health.

First was the supra-macro dimension, which involves the outer global level of a church body, i.e. ecclesiology that is the doctrinal teaching about the church. Without sound doctrine, there can be no soundness in the body of Christ. At first, my anatomical analogy for this was skin, since it covers the entire body.

Second was the macro dimension of church health which involves the Christian relationships within the church as a community. Christian teaching can and should shape how people behave in God’s church. I later renamed this the musculoskeletal system, which is made up muscles, bones, and joints. When those are in harmony, the body is healthy.

Third was the micro dimension, with its primary focus upon relationships between the pastor and church leadership. Christian doctrine also guides the relationships of those in roles of spiritual authority. I later renamed this the nervous system, for it impacts everything.

Fourth was the intrapsychic dimension, which deals with matters within the self. The intrapsychic dimension of church health examines the well-being of the pastor, the church leaders, and the church members in their personal lives, their marriages and families, if applicable, their work, and their life in the world. These impact a church body’s health, and Christian doctrine gives guidance to this too. I later renamed this the circulatory system because of how important our blood cells are to our health.

In my spiritual anatomy of a church body, there is also a specific focus on the church’s head, Jesus Christ. I changed my analogy of the skin to represent how a church incarnates or puts flesh on God’s love in the world.

Another change that I made was to call these dimensions subsystems. This change makes it easier to remember that these spiritual subsystems all interact with each other, as do the subsystems of our human anatomy.

In the spring of 2000, I preached eight church health sermons at Gibson Memorial UMC to gain a whole person response through a narrative style of preaching.

Narrative preaching is a unique but simple form of preaching. Essentially, it uses stories to drive home the message. Its relational style calls for preaching conversationally without notes or pulpit.

Each of these eight sermons focused on a single passage of scripture. This style is well-received in our contemporary culture. Each passage or story used in the narrative sermons was chosen for its value in addressing the sermon’s theme. For the most part, these sermons followed the flow of thought from the epistle to the Ephesians. Leading a church toward better health through narrative preaching involves two main things: the sermons themselves and the impact they have on the lives of those who hear them.

To accomplish this project, I developed three research questions. First, what patterns of emotion, behavior, knowledge, relationships, and spirituality concerning church health characterize each congregant before the implementation of this preaching program? Second, what changes occur in each congregant’s patterns of emotion, behavior, knowledge, relationships, and spirituality concerning church health following the sermon series? Last, what elements of the sermon design and delivery assisted each congregant toward a fuller experience, understanding, and practice of church health principles? The pre-study, mid-study and post-study interviews, along with the questionnaires, answered these research questions. My desire was to preach positive church health sermons to inspire hope for change and to suggest the need for better without inflicting guilt and shame. Instead, I wanted these sermons to inspire hope and a desire for better church health.

I deeply appreciated my dissertation committee’s work at Gibson Memorial UMC, for they helped greatly with the questionnaires and the interviews. A church member, who was also the editor of the local newspaper, was a big help.

Fifty-five of the active members (88.7 percent) returned the pre-sermon questionnaires; thirty-two subjects (51 percent) returned the post-sermon questionnaires, but only twenty-six subjects (41.9 percent) returned both. While thirty-two heard five or more sermons, only twenty-four completed the mid-study and post-study interview process. The resulting statistical pattern showed the sermons served as a reality check for the church. The statistically significant change observed in the church health scale over both measures supports my premise that a sermon series on church health can effectively enhance a whole-person response in developing a healthy church. The composite picture arising from both the questionnaires and the interviews affirmed the role of narrative preaching to accomplish a whole-person response for developing a healthy church. Thus, stories, more than lectures, are an effective means of gracefully proclaiming biblical truth while developing a healthy church.

 




Chapter 1
From Hopelessness to Hopefulness

Despite years of many people working on church growth programs, churches in North America continue to decline. The visible evidence of churches with poor health is seen in the increasing number of church closings, the clergy health crisis, and outbreaks of destructive church conflict, as well as pastoral dropouts and kick-outs. Sometimes there is unacknowledged evidence of poor health in churches that appear to thrive.

Thus, developing healthy churches is a very important question in the twenty-first century. Some denominational leaders indicate that “the most optimistic assessment is that [only] 20 percent of our churches are functioning as living organisms and bearing substantial fruit. They estimate that between 35 to 50 percent [of our churches] are dysfunctional, bearing no fruit at all.”1

We also find that churches varied in the state of their health even at the time the book of Revelation was written. One of the churches, Smyrna (Rev. 2:8-11), had excellent health, for the people received nothing but praise from the risen and ascended Jesus Christ. Another church, Laodicea (Rev. 3:14-22), must have had bad health, for the people only received rebukes from Jesus Christ.

The other five churches seemed to have a mixture of poor and good health. They received both praise and rebuke from Jesus Christ. The church at Philadelphia (Rev. 3:7-13) was praised more than rebuked, while the church at Sardis (Rev. 3:1-6) was more rebuked than praised. The other three churches—Ephesus (Rev. 2:1-7), Pergamos (Rev. 2:12-17), and Thyatira (Rev. 2:18-29)—received a balance of praise and rebuke.

From the perspective of Revelation chapters two and three, we know there were dysfunctional, unhealthy churches and healthy churches in the days of the early church. Not much in this respect has changed in 2,000 years.

A healthy church has more of the traits of a healthy church than the traits of an unhealthy church. Some are barely healthy, and some have excellent health. Absolute perfection is never reached because church health is a journey. There is always something to work on.

Whether churches are totally sick or have more traits of sickness than health, here are several characteristics of churches with poor health.

Traits of Unhealthy Churches

Churches with more of these unhealthy traits than those of healthy churches are considered unhealthy. A few are so unhealthy that nearly all sixteen traits apply to them.

1. An Absence of a Biblical Understanding of the Church or Ecclesiology

Anthony Robinson is correct when he says: “Perhaps the most neglected branch of theology is the theology of church, or ecclesiology.”2 Without a theology or biblical understanding of the church, such pastors often lack a theology of pastoral ministry. They either lack focus or sometimes see themselves as Christian social workers, social activists who are primarily focused on a social agenda rather than on the primary work of the church. As the result, church members are not given Christian teaching about the church. Thus, many churches have become either inwardly focused or a social club of religious people who do good things for others.

 

2. Lack of Spiritual Formation

Very closely related to an absence of ecclesiology is the absence of a focus on spiritual formation. As my colleague Dr. Guy Brewer points out, “In the broad sweep of learning that comprises seminary education, the spiritual formation of the minister remains largely neglected. Pastors lead the church in the way they are trained with a primary focus upon competency and performance.”3 With pastors who have learned to place a premium on human technique and control in pastoral ministry, churches learn this model, which lacks genuine spirituality from their pastors. Thus, they see no value or importance in being a prayerful church for its ministries, its ministers, and its life together as a congregation.

Concerning his former unspiritual pastoral leadership, Dr. Brewer confessed:

Over the course of three years I worked day and night to build the congregation and physical facility that became Edgewater United Methodist Church. Although I devoted virtually no time to prayer, I averaged eighty hours per week in committee meetings, visitation, sermon preparation, and the work of the ministry. By the end of those three years, Edgewater United Methodist Church was a success according to the standards of the annual conference. We had gathered a congregation of 200 plus persons and completed construction of a church building and a parsonage. Under the veneer of performance standards, this fledgling congregation was exhausted, under-nourished, and fearful with a worn-out, depressed pastor. Edgewater United Methodist Church appeared to be a success but lacked the marks of congregational health such as joy, unity, patience, and enthusiasm. We relied on ourselves and achieved exactly what we set out to do. We built a church under our own power.4

Such a church has a weak prayer life. Brewer writes a very bleak description of such an unhealthy congregation:

When God's healing is not a living reality through prayer, the church can become a back ward of chronically ill people waiting to die. This form of spiritual illness is subtle but deadly. People bring crippling fear and enormous control needs into the life of the church. In such a situation, the church may become more of a leper colony than a hospital. Without the power of God through prayer, ministry to the sick and dying may become little more than compassionate commiseration with their suffering. Instead of making the sick well, churches that do not pray condemn themselves to catching the illnesses they are commissioned to heal.5

3. Running the Church Like a Business

The lack of focus on basic biblical ecclesiology and spiritual formation has created a vacuum. This vacuum has been filled by the pragmatics of operating a church like a business in which the pastor is viewed as the hired CEO. When churches function this way, they no longer view the pastor as a spiritual leader who is called by God. G. Lloyd Rediger, author of Clergy Killers, points out that this is another contributor to the problem of poor church health. He states, “When this mindset infects the church, the church is no longer a mission but has become a business.”6

As Rediger accurately points out:

Because the church...has succumbed to the business model of operation...the pastor has become an employee, and parishioners the stockholders/customers. The pastor is hired to manage the small business we used to call a congregation. This means his primary task is to keep the stockholders happy; the secondary task is to produce and market an attractive product. When this mindset infects the church, the church is no longer a mission but has become a business. Parishioners and pastors agree that participants are “entitled” to a fair return on their investments; that any member can disrupt normal polity; that employment contracts and evaluations only of the pastor are the norm; and that evangelism is essentially a marketing effort…the budget is necessarily the bottom line…This is the reverse of how a healthy congregation functions. When the church operates as a mission, the pastor is “called” rather than hired. He “serves” God first, and the denomination and congregation second.

Whether parishioners “like” or “dislike” the pastor is irrelevant, for the pastor comes with authority to nurture and lead them spiritually. Liking and disliking are the parishioners’ problem, not the pastor’s.7

A general sense of entitlement is growing in the church, as well as in society. Church members feel entitled to comfort and privilege. If a pastor does not please them, they feel free to criticize and punish. The business mentality that pervades the church says if the CEO (pastor) does not produce, the pastor should be fired.8

The business model is market-driven and
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