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Over the years, I have observed that churches consciously make decisions about their vision, focus, life style, operational norms and environment that orders the church’s life and health. The decisions seem to be around two opposing systems of operation. Below, I have set forth, in outline form, the differences between churches that choose a Survival System as opposed to churches that choose a Growth/Mission System of operation. The health and vitality of a church depends upon the choice that is made between the two systems.

1. Vision

In Survival Systems the vision is to maintain the status quo. 

In Growth/Mission Systems the vision is to grow a faith community that reaches out of others and uses its combined spiritual gifts of serve the neighborhood and surrounding community.

2. Communications

In Survival Systems both written and oral communications are directed to “members only” and often assume an intimate knowledge of the church.

In Growth/Mission Systems all communications are directed toward persons who are new to the faith community and first time visitors and assumes persons have little or no knowledge of the church.

3. Programming

In Survival Systems programs are the same year after year. New or experimental programs are seldom attempted because they create extra effort and are risk-prone.

In Growth/Mission Systems programs are always changing to meet the new emerging needs of the mission field.

4. Risk-Taking

In Survival Systems the church seldom takes risks except under extreme duress because to the threat of failure. Failure is to be avoided at all cost as it is seen to be embarrassing.

In Growth/Mission Systems risk-taking is normative and viewed as necessary to be faithful to the vision and mission. People are not afraid of failure. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained!” would be the mantra.

5. Leadership

In Survival Systems, rather than seeking the most capable persons with the gifts needed for the tasks involved, leadership is stable and rotated among the same few. Recruitment of leaders is based upon the question “Who will do it and won’t rock the boat?”  Seldom are leaders trained to perform their tasks better.

In Growth/Mission Systems the leadership base is often broad and diverse with new members being assimilated into the various positions. Leadership training is a norm as leaders are encouraged and challenged to identify and use their spiritual gifts in their various ministries.

6. Continuing Education and Nurture

In Survival Systems, small group Bible study and theological training are viewed as optional and poorly attended by both leaders and members alike.

In Growth/Mission Systems, small group Bible Study and theology courses are given high priority and are well attended. Individuals view them as necessary for their continuing spiritual growth and by the church as essential to the spiritual grounding of current and potential leaders for their work within and outside the Body of Christ.

7. Social Justice Issues

In Survival Systems, issues of social justice are seldom addressed, especially if they are politically sensitive. Most justice issues are considered secular and irrelevant to the faith or the church.

In Growth/Mission Systems, issues of social justice are given a high priority and are seen as a primary focus of mission. Justice issues are often the launching pad for community change and the realization of the Kingdom of God on earth.
8. Financial Planning

In Survival Systems, the budget question is “How little can we operate with?”

In Growth/Mission Systems, the budget question is “What new ministries or projects can we fund for next year?”

9. Church Calendar

In Survival Systems, summers are times when programs, ministries and activities are suspended or abbreviated. The church staff members all vacation, church school is closed, small groups and organizations stop meeting until after Labor Day. Services are shortened and if there is more than one service on Sunday, a single “combined” service is conducted until fall. All is quiet in the church.

In Growth/Mission Systems, summer is a time to plan for fall, initiate new programs, welcome new families moving into the community before school starts, running a summer camp, training leaders, initiating new study groups for families, experimenting with new children’s programs, etc. All is busy and noisy in the church.

10. Hurdles

In Survival Systems, problem solving occupies most of the physical, psychic and spiritual energy of leaders and members alike. Problems threaten the status quo. There are always survival problems in ever growing numbers.

In Growth/Mission Systems, problems are viewed as challenges and opportunities for new, emerging, and exciting directional shifts in ministries. Often they are viewed as “God sending us in a new direction.” 

11. Change

In Survival Systems, sameness and the familiar are the preferred norms and all resources are directed to keep what was, what is. Change, even the smallest change, is threatening and viewed as a threatening invasion into the fellowship. This includes the threat of new members.

In Growth/Mission Systems, newness and innovation are energizing, and seen as healthy benchmarks on the corporate and personal spiritual path. Change is welcomed as a “step forward” and an opportunity to see a new vision.

12. The Mission Field

In Survival Systems, the mission field is the congregation. The phrase, “Taking care of our own…” overtly or covertly, echoes throughout the church. The emphasis is on maintaining the fellowship and keeping the tradition.

In Growth/Mission Systems, the mission field is the community in which the congregation is set. It seeks to “do unto the least of these” while opening spiritual doors for those who are estranged from the faith, their neighbors, the world and even themselves.

13. Worship

In Survival Systems, worship is solemn, traditional, and low-keyed focusing on feeding the minds of those attending. Alternative worship experiences are outside of and would counter the vision of the congregation. Sermons are lectionary based, theologically focused, and neglect addressing the personal needs of those attending.

In Growth/Mission Systems, worship is lively, fast-paced and spirited. More than one worship opportunity is offered each and every week. The sermons are creative, scripture based, life/event oriented, and feed the emotions as well as the intellect of the worshipper. Sermons tend to be theme based rather than lectionary based.

14. Hospitality

In Survival Systems, the focus is on keeping the doors open. All energy is directed to that task. Hospitality is seen as a family or fellowship event that happens from time to time.

In Growth/Mission Systems, the focus is keeping the doors open for others. Every member and participant in the church’s life understands that he/she has a role in this task. Regular hospitality is seen as an essential ingredient to the evangelistic, shepherding mission of the church.

15. Stewardship

In Survival Systems, stewardship is mostly mechanical and focuses on what is needed (percentage of increase per member) to maintain things as they are. The annual drive is often modest without any personal one-on-one contact. Most members frown upon pledging. Money is often a taboo subject and secretiveness surrounds the annual effort. Giving is budget driven.

In Growth/Mission Systems, stewardship is related to gratitude and thanksgiving. Money is discussed as a spiritual matter and often pledging and budget needs are kept separate. People are encouraged to pledge as a supreme act of commitment and gratitude. Giving is mission driven.

System Shifts

Here is a little background that pertains to my hypothesis.

In the three decades following World War II, the church in America was is its hey day. Mainline churches flourished and grew without much effort. Being in a church was the cultural norm. Churches were the “gathering places” in most communities.

Beginning in the late 1960’s, people began to leave churches in significant numbers, especially in mainline protestant denominations. Various reasons have been posited by church sociologists and include such things as church conflicts over social justice issues: the Viet Nam War, the assassinations of the Kennedy’s and M.L. King, and issues around the struggle for racial justice, to name only a few. A whole generation and the one after that “dropped out” because the church was not relevant, meaning it did not speak to their lives or make the changes necessary to address their needs.

As the thriving churches started to lose members, the seminaries began to train students in establishing survival or maintenance systems in local churches to stem the tide of decline, (for example evangelism workshops and courses focused not on getting and assimilating new members (growth/mission system) but rather on how to reactivate inactive members (survival system).

Most pastors who attended seminaries in the 1960’s, 70s’ and 80’s, were trained to be survival and maintenance pastors. Only since the early 90’s have the seminaries begun a modest effort to train students in growth/mission systems. However, seminarians entering seminary in the past decade have been raised in survival churches so they have had more exposure to survival systems than growth systems. This is especially true of second career pastors who had a long exposure to the church dynamics of the survival.

It is interesting to note that survival systems have not worked for decades and yet pastors still use them as if they will miraculously work in the 21st Century.

In the late1980’s and 1990’s, new church pastors and a smattering of other parish ministers began to receive training in growing churches.  As the church’s visionaries, they began instituting growth/mission systems in the churches they served. Established churches had more difficulty in making the shift than newly planted churches because of the long standing, entrenched, institutionalized survival systems model.

With new church starts and revitalized churches utilizing growth/mission systems and most active pastors steeped only in survival/maintenance systems, one has to wonder what happens when a growth/mission church calls a new pastor who is entrenched with only a survival system background.

New church pastors, who are either ready to move on to their next parish or who are retiring, are struggling with the fear of what happens to their congregation when they leave. History is tragically showing that during interim periods, where the interim minister does not understand growth/mission strategy or systems, the lay leaders, led by the interim pastor or the newly called pastor, overtly or covertly revert back to the survival system after dismantling the growth system. The results are disastrous. This tendency to revert is particularly tempting when both pastor and key leaders try to replicate what they experienced in a previous survival system church where they used to belong.
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