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ABSTRACT 

FACTORS INVOLVED IN FAST-GROWING, 

DYNAMIC CHURCH PLANTS 

by 

Stephen Thomas Gray 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that differentiate fast-growing, 

dynamic church plants from slower-growing, struggling church plants after a three-year 

period and to reveal which factors lead to a greater likelihood of producing a dynamic 

church plant. 

Three factors that receive a lot of attention, when discussing this topic, are the 

church planter, the type of support received from a sponsoring agency, and the 

methodology used to plant the new church. A researcher-designed questionnaire asked 336 

church planters from five different denominations a total of fifty-four questions addressing 

these previously mentioned issues. The intention of this research was to reveal common 

factors found among dynamic church plants, factors which were missing in the comparison 

church plants. 

This particular research project is different &om other studies on church plants 

because the two distinct groups are intentionally separated. The focus was not to identify 

why a church plant remains open or closes; rather, it was to identify specific differences 

between ordinary church plants and those that have clearly become extraordinary. 

A total of twenty-one significant differences were discovered between fast- 

growing and struggling church plants. 
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CHAPTER 1 

PROBLEM 

For sixteen years, I had been the pastor for established churches with some measure 

of success. During the spring of 2002, I felt God calling me to change the direction of my 

ministry. That sense of uneasiness compelled me to spend several days fasting and praying 

in order to discover God's direction. During this time, through the prodding of my 

conference superintendent, God called me into the ministry of church pianting. 

During the last sixteen years of ministry, the Lord used me to transition three 

different congregations. The challenge was always the same. I led a struggling, stubbornly 

traditional, dying congregation toward a more open and outreach-oriented mind-set. The 

success I experienced in transitioning these congregations was the impetus behind my 

superintendent's prodding. 

God revealed this new direction during my seventh year of service at a small 

growing church in Lincoln, Nebraska. Although I felt God calling me to attempt something 

new, I had not anticipated a call to church planting. As a result, I spent several days 

wrestling with the concept. After seven days, I accepted the call to become a church 

planter, and I began the process of learning everything I could about the issue. 

Preparation for this new ministry adventure was difficult. I quickly revealed that 

church planting was not a very refined process, so the direction in which my call would 

lead me was basically up to me. A multitude of varying models, philosophies, and 

conflicting opinions existed within the realm of church planting. I grew hstrated as I 

revealed that every expert had his or her own opinion about process and procedure. 
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Over the course of a year, I read every book about church planting my time would 

allow, and I attended every church-planting seminar I could afford. The whole idea of 

church planting quickly became overwhelming. The books and seminars were helpful, but 

little prepared me for what I was about to experience. 

One year after accepting the call to plant a church, my farnily and I moved to 

Springfield, Missouri, to start a new church. Throughout this process, because of all my 

studies, research, and personal interaction with experts in the field, I was convinced that 

within a short period of time my new church would be the next great megachurch. One 

year into the project, the church plant was m m h g  about seventy-five in average 

attendance, and it was losing momentum quickly. A myriad of problems began to surface. 

Money became a major source of frustration, visitors were not appearing as frequently, and 

those who were attending on a regular basis were feeling a sense of boredom. I felt the 

whole church had lost a sense of excitement and focus. 

Things went fiom bad to worse when I realized my supervisor and I did not share 

the same church-planting philosophy. Further, many leaders within my conference were 

skeptical of my vision. As a consequence, conflict began to build, funding of the church 

plant ended, and I was left to struggle alone. I had to plant a church with only my personal 

wit and resources. 

Church planting was not living up to my expectations, and I grew discouraged and 

hstrated. I did what many pastors do in the midst of ministerial difficulties: I began to 

question my calling and cast blame. I agonized while watching other church plants in the 

area grow rapidly. One church plant in Springfield launched on the same day and had 



already reached an average attendance of two hundred. In stark contrast, I was struggling 

to keep the doors open fkom week to week. 

1 had followed the advice of my mentor, used the latest materials, and took 

advantage of every opportunity presented. Nothing seemed to help. The dream of planting 

a thriving and dynamic church was quickly withering. The church was struggling, ingrown, 

and financially limited. My studies and church-planting preparations had not brought the 

success I expected. 

This experience left me with a sense of failure and a burning desire to discover the 

factors that led my church plant to stagnation. I spent hours poring over my processes and 

strategies. I had used the same techniques as those that grew rapidly, I had the right gifl  

mix and personality, and I had a good vision of what God could do. My failure to grow did 

not make sense to me. Trying to understand why this church plant was struggling was a 

source of great pain. Other plants, under similar circumstances, were able to grow their 

attendances to a desirable two hundred or more within their first thirty-six months after 

public launch. 

Sadly, I soon revealed I was not the only church planter to experience this 

frustration. After multiple conversations with other church planters, both inside and out of 

my own denomination, I came to realize that this problem was not particular to me. In fact, 

it seemed normal. Through these conversations, I revealed the average attendance of other 

church plants never climbed beyond eighty. Many sleepless nights and long, question- 

filled sessions with other planters began to spur my search for a solution. 

Church planting has become a widely debated topic among church leaders. During 

the last few years, the concept of church planting has gained a standkg in scholarly work 
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as well. This concept is gaining a strong interest because of the possibility of its 

evangelistic properties. Church planting has been recognized as a necessary tool of 

evangelism. 

Throughout his ministry, Jesus shared the importance of evangelism as a driving 

force in the Church. The Great Commission was his call to the Church to participate in the 

practice of evangelism: “GO and make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28: 19, NIV). Just 

before his ascension, Jesus reiterated these words: “But you will receive power when the 

Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1 :8). In my opinion, the Great Commission 

was understood as a call to start new communities of believers wherever the disciples 

traveled. 

Church planting is a major component toward the fulfillment of the Great 

Commission, and according to C. Peter Wagner, has become “the single most effective 

evangelistic methodology under heaven” (Church Planting 11). New churches are far more 

effective at reaching the lost than those that have been in existence for some time. The 

longer a church exists, the more ineffective it becomes at reaching the lost and the more 

proficient it becomes in serving its members. “One American Denomination recently 

found out that 80 percent of its converts came to faith in Jesus in churches less than 2 years 

old” (Moore 23). If this statement is true, every denomination should diligently seek to 

understand how to plant fast-growing, dynamic churches. 

Over the last decade, most Arnerican denominations have accepted the call to plant 

new churches. Every year, hundreds of new church starts are attempted in order to reach 

unchurched Americans. However, desire and momentum is stymied by the intrusion of 



stagnation. Conventional wisdom circulated throughout the church-planting world says 

that within the first ten years from the day of public launch, two-thirds of all attempted 

church plants close. A multitude of theories exist, as to why church plants fail are rumored 

throughout the church planting world. These theories involve issues such as insufficient 

funding, hiring the wrong church planter, poor planning, inadequate supervision, and 

spiritual warfare. Why a church plant remains open or closes would be an interesting 

study, but it was not the focus of this research. 

The focus my research addressed was the differences that existed between two 

groups of church plants: those that struggle and those that have become fast-growing. 

While planting a church is a good and noble endeavor, reaching the level of extraordinary 

should be the goal. Settling for a mediocre church plant should not be desirable. Every 

year, churches and denominations spend millions of dollars attempting to plant dynamic 

churches for the sake of reaching the lost. Only a few of these survive beyond the tenth 

year. 

In 2002 at a Purpose Driven Church conference, Rick Warren piqued my interest 

when he said that a church plant that “does not reach 200 in the first eighteen months, 

probably never will.” Recent research reveals that “80 percent of all churches have fewer 

than 200 worshippers on Sunday Morning” (McIntosh, 17). This barrier is an important 

marker to reach and push through because it creates the momentum necessary to help a 

young church avoid the difficulties intrinsically tied to limited resources. Momentum is a 

major issue in planting a church. 

Conventional wisdom among church planters is that 20 percent of new churches 

rarely survive past the tenth year. If Gary L. McIntosh’s research is applied to church 
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plants, then only about 20 percent of church plants that do survive will reach the two 

hundred mark in weekly attendance. 

The importance of reaching an average attendance of two hundred is found in the 

strength gained by a larger crowd. Evangelism, outreach, and servicing the needs of the 

community become much easier with a larger contingency of believers. Wagner writes of 

this effect: “Generally speaking, pastors of larger churches have come to feel that they can 

get the job of evangelism and Christian nurture done better than pastors of small churches” 

(Your Church 86). If already established churches experience a greater ability to do 

ministry with a larger body of believers sharing the work load, church plants reaching this 

barrier will quickly become a potent source of evangelism and experience a rate of 

conversion at an accelerated pace with a larger contingent of members. 

I believe planting a fast-growing, dynamic church is the hope of every church 

planter and denominational leader. Every denomination hopes to impact this nation with 

the gospel of Jesus Christ, which is, without a doubt, what propelled them into their 

present place in society. The problem many denominations are facing is how to survive 

and thrive beyond their present decline. Planting new churches is a major component of the 

solution. 

In essence, the idea is not planting slow-moving churches that fail or fall into the 

80th percentile of under two hundred in average attendance but to plant fast-growing, 

dynamic churches that are capable of evangelizing the nation with greater efficiency. 

Evangelism is, after all, the point of church planting, and the larger the church plant, the 

greater the capacity to accomplish that task. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that differentiate fast-growing, 

dynamic church plants from slower-growing, struggling church plants and to reveal which 

factors lead to a greater likelihood of producing a dynamic church plant. 

Three factors that receive a lot of attention, when discussing this topic, are the 

church planter, the type of support received fiom a sponsoring agency, and the 

methodology used to plant the new church. This study explored these three factors and 

attempted to discover the differences that exist between fast-growing, dynamic church 

plants and struggling church plants. My intention was to reveal common factors found 

among dynamic church plants, factors which were missing in the comparison church 

plants. My hope is that the discoveries found in this research will enable denominations, as 

well as other sponsoring agencies, to have a better understanding of extraordinary church 

plants. 

This particular research project is different fiom other studies on church plants 

because the two distinct groups are intentionally separated, My focus was not to identify 

why a church plant remains open or closes; rather, it was to identify specific differences 

between ordinary church plants and those that have clearly become extraordinary. 

Research Questions 

In order to determine the factors involved in fast-growing dynamic church plants, 

four research questions were created. 

Research Question #I 

How does the Ridley Assessment score of planters leading fast-growing church 

plants differ from those leading struggling church plants? 
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Research Question #2 

What role did the support of the sponsoring agent play in determining whether a 

church plant becomes dynamic or struggles? 

Research Question #3 

Which methodologies, if any, differentiate fast-growing church plants from 

struggling church plants? 

Population and Sample 

The population for this study involved five denominations. The denominations that 

agreed to participate in this study were: General Association of General Baptists, Freewill 

Baptist, STADIA, Church of the Nazarene, and the Southern Baptist Convention. Only 

church plants located in a city of thuty thousand in population or larger were included in 

this study. 

Every year, thousands of new churches are planted around the U. S. of every shape, 

size, and cultural context. These church plants are found in the inner city, in metropolitan 

settings, and even in rural settings. They can be found in almost every kind of building 

imaginable: storefronts, schools, theaters, homes, and YMCAs. 

Nevertheless, because 80 percent of Americans live in metropolitan settings, for the 

purpose of this study, young, metropolitan church plants, no older than six years of age 

from the day of public launch, were my primary focus. While successful church plants do 

exist in wal areas, they are generally smaller in size and have a different set of cultural 

criteria; therefore, they were not a topic for this study. 

Each church plant must have existed at least three years fiom public launch and 

must have been younger than six. Each new church had to have been led by a fxst-time 
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church planter and still under the charge of that planter. For the purposes of this study, 

churches that met these three criteria (in a city of thirty thousand, three years old, first-time 

church planter) were considered qualifying churches. 

Qualirjling churches fell into one of two categories. 

Fast-growing, dynamic church plants are those plants that have been able to reach 

an average attendance of two hundred within thirty-six months from the day of public 

launch. They must also have become financially self-supporting. For the purpose ofthis 

study, only church plants that have reached the two markers are labeled as fast-growing, 

dynamic church plants. In the context of this study, these plants are referred to as Group A. 

StruggZing church plants, referred to as comparison church plants or Group 8, 

have not met these two criteria. They did not reach an average attendance of two hundred 

or become self-supporting. 

By contrasting the two terms, I am not insinuating that a struggling church plant is 

a failure. Labeling a church plant as a failure is rather difficult when consideration is given 

to the qualitative impact it has made on the life of individuals. On this very thought, 

Wagner states, “Small churches are big enough to meet some people’s needs” @our 

Church 85).  Determining the impact of a church plant failure is a good subject, but it was 

not the focus of this project. 

Sponsoring agency refers to the entity that is assisting in the development of the 

church plant. Every church plant in this study, with the exception of STADIA, is part of a 

denomination. STADIA does not refer to itself as a denomination but as an association of 

like-minded churches. Every church plant in this study is a part of a larger body, 

denominational office, association, district, or mother church. 
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Methodology 

This was a comparative study that utilized a researcher-designed questionnaire. The 

completion of this questionnaire provided a basis for determining the factors involved in 

fast-growing, dynamic church plants that are not present in comparison church plants. This 

questionnaire provided data that assisted in understanding what factors lead to a higher 

probability of producing a fast-growing, dynamic church plant. 

Instrumentation 

A researcher-designed questionnaire was developed to determine the factors 

involved in fast-growing, dynamic church plants. This questionnaire explores three 

possible areas that aid in the planting and growth of a church plant. These areas are 

denominational support, the individual planter, and the methods used to plant the church. 

The questionnaire was designed to show which aspects of each dimension stand out 

as major differences between both groups. 

Data Collection 

Initial contact was made with the church-planting leaders of each of the 

denominations involved. After each agreed to participate in this study, they were asked to 

identify which church plants within their denomination would qualify for this study. Also, 

each leader was asked to share how many church plants fit the criteria defined as fast- 

growing, dynamic and struggling church plants. 

Once the total number of churches within each group was determined, a statistical 

analysis was used to determine how m y  churches fiom each group would be needed to 

validate the findings. After this selection procedure, a questionnaire was sent out to the 

appropriate percentages from both groups. 
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Each church plant was asked to fill out the questionnaire and return it in the self- 

addressed, stamped envelope provided. Those that participated were entered into a drawing 

to receive one of two, $250 gift certificates from Stinson Press. Each participant was also 

given access to the kture findings of this project. 

After these questionnaires were returned, they were forwarded to RDI Consulting 

for tabulation and processing. The results revealed the factors that differentiate fast- 

growing, dynamic church plants from slower-growing, struggling church plants. 

Theological Foundations 

The theological framework for this study involves two levels: the biblical call to 

plant churches as a form of evangelism and the need to plant churches that will grow 

rapidly and maintain momentum. 

The New Testament never explicitly commands Christians to plant new churches. 

Nevertheless, the New Testament is very clear that the Church is a primary means by 

which God chose to carry out and support the Great Commission. Church planting was, 

and is, a major means of extending and expanding God’s kingdom on earth. While the term 

“church planting” is not found in the New Testament, it was, without question, at the heart 

of the early Church’s ministry and mission. 

In his statement known as the “Great Commission,” Jesus set forth a model for the 

spreading of God’s kingdom: 

Jesus came to them and said: “I have been given all authority in heaven and 
on earth! Go to the people of all nations and make them my disciples. 
Baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and 
teach them to do everything I have told you. I will be with you always, even 
until the end of the world. (Matt. 28; 18-20) 

The Great Commission is a call for the Church to go disciple, baptize, and teach the world 
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about Jesus, call them to a life of total devotion, and holiness. This call is also found, in 

various forms, in Mark 16:15, Luke 24:46-47, as well as Acts 1 :8. Jesus’ vision for the 

Church was not to build one healthy church but to start a movement that would spread into 

the local cities, countries, nations, and, eventually, the world. 

Looking at the Great Commission fkom a historical aspect can give greater clarity 

to the issue. The early Church understood the Great Commission and practiced it by 

planting new churches. Today, many view the Great Commission as a primary function of 

already-established churches. Nevertheless, the early believers understood the Great 

Commission in the context of church planting. To plant new churches was to fulfill the 

Great Commission. The book of Acts is proof of the application of this truth. Acts is, 

essentially, about the planting efforts of the early believers. 

In other words, planting new churches was like breathing air for the early Church. I 

believe the early believers viewed the practice of church planting as an obedient act of 

fulfilling the Great Commission. M e r  Jesus commissioned the believers, as shown in Acts 

1 :8, Luke reported, “The church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of 

peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit; it grew in numbers, living 

in the fear of the Lord” (Acts 9:3 1). While the amount of time that elapsed between 

chapters 1 and 9 is not mentioned, the church spread rapidly throughout the region. 

Those present on the day of Jesus’ departure and those filled with the Holy Spirit 

on the Day of Pentecost began the process of spreading the gospel by spreading out and 

planting churches all over the provinces surrounding Jerusalem. Acts 9: 1 lends strong 

evidence to the idea that the Great Commission was understood primarily as a church- 

planting movement. 



Gray 13 

The Church has been called to do everything, with excellence, “in the name of the 

Lord” (Col. 3: 17). Throughout the Scriptures, God calls for humanity to give him the best. 

The very concept of the Old Testament sacrificial system is riddled with the idea that God 

does not want, nor accept, second best: “Your lamb shall be without blemish, a male of the 

first year” (Exod.12:5). God was not interested in a sacrifice of leftovers; he called for 

humanity to give him the best. The Great Commission call, to make disciples of all 

nations, is no different. The Church is not called to plant new churches mound the world 

with indifference but to employ as much excellence as possible. 

Overview of Dissertation 

Chapter 2 establishes the biblical and theological framework applicable to this 

research project. Chapter 3 gives an in-depth view of the methodology and data collection 

instrument used to discover the factors of fast-growing dynamic church plants. Chapter 4 

presents the findings of this study and also offers a set of defining factors involved in fast- 

growing, dynamic church plants that are not as apparent in the comparison churches. 

Chapter 5 offers insights into the work, discusses major findings, and delves into possible 

new areas for research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE 

Within the United States, most leaders are embracing the church-planting 

movement as a necessary event. A few decades ago, the church growth movement was 

the main topic of discussion among most churches and denominational leaders. At that 

time, resources on church planting were hard to find. Only a few writers were being 

published about the need to plant new churches. Over the last decade the church-planting 

movement has gained a standing in the religious community as a viable and necessary 

work. Today, a quick trip down the aisle of many Christian bookstores will reveal a new 

awareness of church planting. Writers such as Peter Wagner, Lyle Schaller, George 

B a a ,  and George C. Hunter, 111 have pioneered the way for this movement. Their 

research has helped many denominational leaders understand that the church in America 

is experiencing an alarming rate of decline. The church “is losing influence and adherents 

faster than any other institution in the nation” (sarna, Second Coming 1). Not only is it 

losing influence, “80 percent of American churches are stagnant or declining” (Hunter 

24). While no magic answer exists that will solve this problem, I believe that planting 

fast-growing, dynamic churches is a large part of the solution. 

As a result of personal conversations with multiple denominational leaders, I have 

found that most of these leaders are alarmed by this decline of Christian influence in 

American culture. Research completed by Win Am reveals that a large percentage of 

American denominations are suffering from the same decline problem. According to 

Am’s research, “of approximately 350,000 churches in America, four out of five are 

either plateaued or declining” (41). Am continues to define the problem by sharing that 
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“80-85% of all churches are on the downside of their growth cycle” (43). This statistic is 

staggering. If the church in North America continues on this downward trend, without 

planting new fast-growing dynamic churches, the future is bleak. 

The General Baptist denomination, of which I am a part, is no exception. 

According to the Congregational Ministries report shared at the 2006 General 

Association, “39% of our churches are declining, 37% of our churches are plateaued, and 

24% are growing” (Dumond 1). Over the last decade, the General Baptist denomination 

has experienced a 10 percent decline. 

I believe most denominational leaders understand the stakes are high; failure to be 

about the business of church planting spells certain death for denominational life. 

“Without exception, the growing denominations have been those that stress church 

planting” (Wagner, Church Planting 12). According to the “Newstart Church Directory” 

the Nazarene Church, for instance, has planted over 1,180 new churches since 1994. This 

denomination has grown by 4 percent over the last ten years. 

In contrast, the General Association of General Baptists has been on a steady 

decline over the last ten years. From 1995 to 2005, this denomination has experienced a 

10 percent loss of functional churches. Until recently, church planting has not been an 

issue of primary importance in the General Baptist denomination. 

BiIl Easum published a study online revealing: 

“that if a denomination wishes to reach more people, the number of new 
churches it begins each year must equal at least 3% of the denomination’s 
existing churches. Based on this formula, mainline denominations are 
failing to plant enough churches to offset their decline.” 

Many denominations are failing to reach this point. 
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C. Kirk Hadaway and Penny Long Marler studied the impact of church planting 

on the overall growth of a denomination between 1950 and 1988. This study involved 

five denominations: Assemblies of God, Southern Baptist, Presbyterian, United 

Methodist, and Lutheran Church Missouri Synod. The study sought to discover if church 

planting was a symptom of a growing denomination or a cause of a denominations 

growth. To determine whether church planting was a cause or symptom of growth, 

Hadaway and Marler studied the correlation between overall membership growth and the 

starting of new churches: 

New churches are not the only answer for denominational growth. Yet 
they are important, both as a potential source of some growth, and as a 
barometer of other things that affect membership growth. For some 
denominations, levels of New Church Development may indicate overall 
organizational resilience, for other denominations they may indicate hard 
work and in reaching goals, and still for other denominations, they may 
reflect how fkiendly social and geographical conditions are to churches, 
both new and old. (Roozen and Hadaway 86) 

Their findings produced mixed results. For some denominations, church planting was a 

cause, and for others it was a symptom of growth. Whether or not church planting is a 

cause or symptom of a denomination’s overall growth, failure to start new churches will 

spell certain decline for all, as each denomination wrestles with the increasing number of 

church closings. 

In the 1980s alone, “an estimated 30,000 churches ceased to exist” (Schaller, 44 

Questions 17). Every year, more churches are closing than are being planted. A solution 

to stave off this decline has been to plant new missions all over the United States: 

Church planting is the only means by which the Church might establish 
the work of Jesus Christ in a consistent and meaningfkl way. America will 
not be won to Christ by existing churches, even if they should suddenly 
become vibrantly and evangelistically alive. (Chaney 18) 
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While uncomfortable to consider, I believe Charles L. Chaney is right. This 

uncomfortable notion has caused denominational leaders to attempt thousands of church 

plants with the hope of moving into the future. 

Many new parachurch organizations, designed to help in this endeavor, have 

gained credibility by assisting denominations in assessing, choosing, and developing 

church planters to start these new works in order to ensure a greater possibility of 

success. In my opinion, the only answer to the problem of decline and apathy in the 

American church is to plant new fast-growing, dynamic churches. 

Church planting is vital in staving off denominational decline, yet caution must be 

taken when approaching this endeavor. Individuals can be attracted to as well as repelled 

away from God through church-planting endeavors. If a church plant is done poorly, it 

can have very undesirable results. A careless approach can leave a negative, indelible 

mark on the lives of those attending these new churches. 

Even so, the Church must be diligent to plant new churches with excellence in 

order to be good stewards of what God has given. Every year, across multiple 

denominations, millions of dollars will be spent to start new churches. Unfortunately, 

many new church plants will end up struggling to survive. The key is to plant fast- 

growing, dynamic churches. 

In his book, Jim Collins writes about companies within the United States that 

have reached an extraordinary level of effectiveness. His opening statement nicely frames 

the problems behind church planting: “Good is the enemy of great” (1). In the church 

setting, to settle for good when God has called Christians to greatness is antithetical to his 

purpose for the church. “It’s a sin to be good when God has called us to be great” m i n e r  
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15). The need for church planting is obvious, but the need to do it with excellence may 

not be so obvious. I have heard several church leaders say, “If it’s worth doing, it’s worth 

doing badly.’’ The implication behind this statement, while innocent enough, can lead to 

disastrous results. My disagreement with this idea feeds my passion to discover what can 

be done to plant strong, healthy, fast-growing, dynamic church plants. 

While some may accept an attitude of mediocrity toward church planting, I 

simply do not accept it as a viable option. Some leaders believe that “all roads to 

achievement lead through the land of failure” (Maxwell 18). While I agree with that 

statement in general, many church-plant leaders write off the closing of a church or a 

poorly planned church plant as a casualty of war and move on without trying to 

understand the dynamics involved. Failure may be a road to achievement; failure should 

not be used as an excuse for standardized mediocrity. Some leaders simply push forward 

without learning from past mistakes. 

In a phone interview, I asked Dr. Edward J. Stetzer about the problem of 

acceptable losses, as it concerns church planting. I wanted to know if he felt the same 

about this issue as I did. He said, “Planting a church with excellence should be aspired to, 

yet little research has been done in the arena of church planting, as it concerns qualitative 

excellence.” Church planting is a difficult venue and carries too much weight to be 

handled with careless abandon. If leaders are going to be good stewards of the resources 

God has given them through the generosity of their constituents, they must be serious 

about planting churches with the highest possibility of getting beyond the problematic 

norm of the modem American church. 
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Without question, the church within the United States is struggling. The problem 

that must solved is how to plant new churches that will not repeat this unhealthiness. The 

response should never be to duplicate the problem but to plant new churches with the 

greatest potential for breaking out of that mold. 

No leader or planter has the intention of planting a church that will eventually fail, 

but the sad fact is many new churches do fail. “Roughly 75 percent of new church plants 

in America fail” (Keener 17). Failure may be due to poor planning and improper 

assessment of the planter and targeted community. Of church plants that survive, many 

simply mimic the problems of the average American church and experience that same 

loss of momentum and decline. “Most church plants start too quickly and they end up 

settling in to be a church of 75 to 150” (17). Once a church has reached that level of 

stagnation and decline, its ability to refocus is severely limited. Barna’s research reveals 

that ?he  typical experience seems to be that, once a church loses its momentum, the most 

probable outcome is either death or stabilization at a much smaller size” (Turn-Around 

Churches 17). No church planter or leader sets out with that goal in mind, but many 

experience the reality of this problem. 

Theological Framework 

Any serious reader of the Bible will quickly come to understand that “God’s 

nature is at the root of mission. The living God portrayed in the Bible is a sending Cod. 

He sends because of his love for the world” (Jones et al. 10). The Church is God’s chosen 

means of spreading the gospel and enlarging the kingdom of God. “The Kingdom creates 

the church, works through the church and is proclaimed in the world by the church” 

(Ladd 117). The Church is called to be the living expression of the kingdom of God on 
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this earth and to express the love of God by fulfilling the Great Commission found in 

Matthew 28: 18. 

The Great Commission given by Jesus in the New Testament is not a new calling 

to God’s people. It is built upon the call to Abram found in Genesis: 

Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the 
land I will provide for you. I will make you into a great nation and I will 
bless you; I will bless those who bless you and whoever curses you I will 
curse; and all the peoples on the earth will be blessed through you. (Gen. 
12: 1-3) 

This call to Abram shows God’s desire for Israel to become a movement that would 

touch the entire world and not a call to become a regional organization. God’s design in 

this calling was to push the future nation of Israel to think beyond socioeconomic and 

ethnic borders. God’s desire was to bless the world through Abram. Abram’s obedience 

to God, then, would be the beginning of the people called Israelites and, ultimately, 

today’s Christian. Clearly, God’s intention, from the beginning of his call to Abram, was 

to make a people that would reach out to every nation. Israel, the nation that grew out of 

Abram’s lineage, was to be the prototype of the Church. Genesis 12:l-6 stands as the 

foundation upon which the Great Commission rests. 

According to the New Testament, Israel is no longer those who were, by blood, 

considered to be of Abram’s lineage. Rather, true Israelites are understood as those who 

received adoption into the family through the blood of Jesus. “It is not the natural 

children who are God’s children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as 

Abraham’s offspring” (Rom. 9:8). Those who are followers of Jesus Christ and are a part 

of his Church are now called the “children” of Abraham. This classification becomes 

significant, as followers understand that the Great Commission is a reaffirmation of the 
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original call given to Abraham. The Church, like Israel, is not to become a stand-alone 

o r g e t i o n ,  but a life-giving organism that can influence the world. 

Church planting is not new to denominational bodies. It was and is the lifeblood 

mission of the church from the very beginning, It is the “intentional pursuit of lost 

people” that flows out of the Great Commission (Malphurs 42). God’s original call to be 

a blessing to the world is alive in the Great Commission. My firm conviction is that the 

Great Commission was a call to spread the kingdom of God primarily through the means 

of planting new churches. Church planting, as  written by Wagner, is ‘%he single most 

effective evangelistic methodology under heaven” (Church Planting 11). As the church 

involves itself in this work, it is fulfilling the original call, given to Ab-, to be a 

blessing to the nations. 

Many New Testament Scriptures can be used to show the importance of church 

planting. The book of Acts offers the reader a unique opportunity to witness the actions 

of the early Church in response to the Great Commission. Acts becomes an important 

dynamic because it best illustrates the early believer’s behavior after Jesus commissioned 

them. 

The historical book of Acts enables the reader to examine the formation of the 

early Church. One significant factor illustrated throughout Acts is the formation of 

multiple churches within a short period of time. In essence, the book of Acts becomes the 

history of a church-planting movement. Although the phrase “church planting” is not 

explicitly mentioned in Acts, I believe it is implicitly understood as a “normal expression 

of New Testament Missiology” (Stetzer, Plantha Missional Churches 47). Chmh 
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planting was, without question, the heartbeat of the early Church. It was a primary means 

of spreading and establishing the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

When Jesus ascended into heaven, he reiterated the importance of the Great 

Commission. As shown in Acts 1:8, Jesus commanded the disciples to spread the gospel 

locally, regionally, and worldwide. The rapid spread of the gospel across the regions 

lends credence to the assertion that Jesus’ command was a call to be on a church-planting 

mission. 

On the day of Pentecost, “God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven” 

were staying in Jerusalem for the Passover celebrations (Acts 2:5). God’s timing allowed 

for travelers to be present, ones who would carry the gospel back to their homes and 

begin local bodies of believers within their own communities. The various people groups 

present during the Passover celebration becomes a significant factor as one considers the 

rapid spread of the gospel. On that day, three thousand that “accepted his message were 

baptized” (Acts 2:41). Peter’s message and the subsequent conversions mark the 

beginning point of the momentum that would become the birth of the Church. The impact 

of that day reached beyond the local region to become a region-wide event. Those present 

would carry the gospel home with them as they returned to their place of origin. 

The ministry in Jerusalem spread rapidly, and by the sixth chapter of Acts, 

different people and groups within the Jewish tradition were already being reached. “The 

Grecian Jews complained against the Hebraic Jews” (Acts 6: 1). This verse acknowledges 

the rapid increase of Christians within the country. The Christian movement had already 

spread throughout all Jerusalem and into Antioch. The arrest and death of Stephen served 

as an impetus for further expansion. 
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The death of Stephen, found in Acts 7, and the response of the believers to the 

vicious persecution that followed, hurled the Church into the surrounding regions: 

On that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, 
and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria 
Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. But Saul began 
to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off men and 
women and put them in prison. Those who had been scattered preached 
the word wherever they went. (Acts 8: 1-4) 

Saul’s brutal campaign to destroy the Church accelerated its growth beyond Jerusalem. 

Manford George Gutzke writes, “Ifthese early Christians had all stayed in one place, the 

gospel would not have spread nearly as rapidly as it did” (81). However, one caution 

should be noted when discussing the persecution of the believers. The persecution did not 

cause church planting to become a necessary mode of survival and protection. On the 

contrary, it was already the normal mode of spreading the gospel. 

After Saul’s conversion, ‘“the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria 

enjoyed a time of peace” (Acts 9:3 1). Within a short period of time the Church had 

already spread to the surrounding regions. The Church’s rapid development underscores 

the fact that the persecution, while an ongoing campaign which aided in moving the 

church out of Jerusalem, did not cause the Church to move into the surrounding regions 

simply for the sake of survival; rather, it was already in these regions and experiencing 

unrest due to Sad’s threats. Church planting cannot be viewed as a reactive outcome of 

the persecution but a normative expression of evangelism called for by the Great 

Commission. 

Once the book of Acts moves beyond the ninth chapter, the rapid expansion 

becomes even more obvious. Peter moved into Gentile territory (Acts 10: l), and those 

who had left Jerusalem moved into Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch (Acts 1 1:19). In 
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Antioch “the disciples were first called Christians” (Acts 1 1 :26). In Acts 13, one can 

witness the first missionary commissioning service done by the church in Antioch. The 

Antioch church was a major contributor in the expansion of the Church. 

Paul’s first, of three, missionary journeys would lead him to establish churches in 

Salamis, Paphos, Perga, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. In each place, Paul and Barnabas 

“appointed Elders” (Acts 14:23). After this journey and those that followed, Paul returned 

to Antioch and reported his activities to the church. 

Paul became the primary force for the movement of the church and set out on two 

more missionary journeys. Paul’s vision was to establish as many churches as he could in 

every city that would accept the gospel. Of these missions, Paul states, “It has always 

been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known, so that I would not 

be building on someone else’s foundation” @om 15:20). Paul’s statement reveals that his 

desire was not to build on another’s work but to start new works. History bears out that 

Paul started many new works. 

History gives no clear understanding of how many churches Paul began 

throughout his three missionary journeys, but the book of Acts reveals church planting as 

Paul’s standard mode of operation. He moved from place to place and established new 

bodies of believers throughout his entire ministry. 

The book of Acts covers more than the work of Paul, however. I made no mention 

of Peter and his two missionary journeys, and I did not mention any of the other disciples 

or their work. Each spread the gospel across the surrounding regions. A quick study of 

Acts gives the reader sufficient evidence of a church-planting movement in the early 

Church. 
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I believe God’s design for his people, whether the people of Israel recorded in the 

Old Testament or the people of the new Israel in the New Testament, was for them to 

become world influencers. Both were called to a Great Commission. The New 

Testament, primarily the book of Acts, reveals that the early believers understood Jesus’ 

Great Commission as a call to spread the gospel to every city and every region. The 

fulfillment of that calling was executed through the planting of new communities of 

believers. Church planting became a natural and practical expression of the call to 

evangelize the world. 

Church Planting as an Effective Method of Evangelism 

The calling Jesus gave to the disciples over two thousand years ago is still very 

real today. Over the last few decades, church planting has had a tremendous effect on the 

landscape of American Christianity. Without a doubt, new churches have produced a 

much higher percentage of converts than older established churches. “One American 

denomination recently found that 80 percent of its converts came to faith in Jesus in 

churches less than two years old” (Moore 23). The General Baptist denomination has 

revealed this reality as well. 

“In the last ten years, thuty-five new General Baptist churches have been started 

and still survive. These thirty-five churches make up less than 5 percent of the seven 

hundred and twenty-five churches reported in the United States in 2004” (Gray 23). 

While these new churches make up a small percentage of all General Baptist churches, 

they are doing a large percentage of the soul Winning. 

The conversion statistics for the General Baptist denomination over the last four 

years reveals that “both new churches ten years and younger and older established 
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churches led 12,03 1 people into a life-changing relationsfiip with Jesus Christ” (Gray 23). 

While the conversions should be celebrated, a closer look reveals something very 

interesting: “Out of these 12,03 1 conversions, 10,188 were reported to have come from 

existing churches, and 1,843 were reported from the thirty-five new churches ten years 

old and younger” (23). Over 18 percent of the total conversions in General Baptist 

churches between 2002 to 2005 happened in less than 5 percent of their churches. On 

average, over the last four years, these thxty-five new churches, ten years old and 

younger, have led thirteen people to the Lord every year. “By contrast, over the same 

period of time, on average, the existing 690 churches have led only three people per 

church, per year” (25). Church planting is not only a smart investment; it is the best and 

most effective way to lead lost people into a relationship with Jesus. 

An article in Christianitv Todav reports that this phenomenon is a common 

problem in most denominations. “Among evangelical churches those under three years 

old will win ten people to Christ per year for every hundred members, those 3 to 15 years 

old will win five people per year for every hundred members. After age 15 the number 

drops to 3 per year” (“Churches Die” 69). Every denomination involved in this study has 

experienced similar results with their church-planting efforts. New churches are regularly 

reaching more people than older established churches. 

Jim Dorsey, Director of the Newstart ministries of the Church of the Nazarene, 

shared that in the last two years Newstart churches have won over seventy-seven 

thousand new Christian converts. He continued to say that any district that showed an 

increase in attendance averages was planting new churches. 

Understanding the biblical call to plant new churches has not been the problem. 
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The difficulty rests in planting new churches that will be able to survive on their own and 

reach a level of effective ministry that will make a major impact. 

Hitting the Two Hundred Mark 

For the purposes of this study, I focused on church plants that reached and 

maintained a benchmark of two hundred in average attendance within the first three years 

of public launch. The two-hundred barrier is a significant landmark in the life of a 

church. Carl F. George and Warren Bird write, “This figure [200] is not an exact or 

magical number (the range is actually between 150 and 350), but it does represent a 

critical growth limiter that the vast majority of churches hit” (1 38). Many other experts, 

including Bill M. Sullivan, Steve Sjogren, Schaller, and Wagner agree with conventional 

wisdom about the two-hundred barrier. 

I admit, however, that the correct size of a church is relative to one’s contextual 

setting, According to a 1982 study on the effects of church size within a given 

community, the size of a church and the attitudes of its members are usually reflective of 

the community where it is located. The research focused on the size of the church and the 

size of the community in which the church ministered. The research revealed that a small 

church in a large community would bear the marks of a “sect-like structure” (Pinto and 

Crow 307-16). This sect-like structure is to be avoided when planting a new church in a 

metropolitan setting. The separatist attitude present in this type of church will keep it 

small. A church of seventy-five may be quite large in a small rural or country setting. It 

may even be a very effective congregation, given their circumstances. If one looks at it 

from a metropolitan viewpoint, that same size church reveals something quite different. 

If a church does not reach the two-hundred barrier quickly, a lack of people will 
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threaten the church’s existence because “that is the minimum number of adults needed, in 

a metropolitan setting, to provide the services people want in a church” (“Churches Die” 

69). Reaching this barrier quickly is an enormous advantage in starting and maintaining 

the momentum of a new church: 

The advantage is that this church can begin with the organization and 
structure of a medium-sized church, rather than having to break several 
below-200 growth barriers and possibly plateauing at around 200 people. 
Again, how a church is structured and organized has a great deal to do 
with the church‘s ability to grow larger. (Baker 1 1) 

A church plant is not an exception. It will experience the same plateauing problem as an 

established church if it does not hit the two-hundred barrier quickly. 

The American culture loves choices; a new church that does not offer a holistic 

service will quickly find itself struggling to survive among the myriad of established 

churches. The difficulty faced by new churches is not only fiom the established church. 

The American society is busy. Households are forced to decide between multiple 

activities offered by schools, churches, and social clubs. To some degree, every church 

struggles with this problem. The new church is even more vulnerable because of the 

limited activities it is able to provide immediately. The new church that fails to offer 

multiple services quickly will hamper its ability to survive. 

For the purposes of this study, I have set a benchmark of two hundred in average 

attendance within the period of thirty-six months from the day of public launch. A church 

plant that reaches the two-hundred mark quickly will be able to provide multiple services 

quickly and avoid losing the momentum they need to continue effective ministry. In his 

book Church Planting, Wagner writes that new churches should “expect to pass through 

the 200 barrier within about 12 months after going public. If you are not through it in two 
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years, something is going wrong and your chances of ever doing it are greatly 

diminished” (1 28). A church plant that hits this mark quickly will carry more momentum 

and will have a greater possibility of retaining a growth pattern. 

Conventional wisdom supports the two-hundred barrier, but ‘‘there is no magic 

number” (Macintosh, 23). Nevertheless, a critical ‘’tipping point” does exist at which an 

entity gains or loses its ability to move forward with any momentum (Gladwell 173). 

This tipping point has been experienced in multiple settings throughout history and is 

recognized as the “rule of 150” (1 75). The rule states that groups over 150 have a 

different structure and feel to them. Groups able to go beyond that numerical value begin 

to take on a whole new characteristic. Groups under 150 are more easily controlled and 

led by a single individual (175). 

While two hundred may not be a magical number, it does provide the momentum 

necessary to carry the church to the next level. Scientists understand that the formula for 

momentum is mass times velocity (p=mv). The mass of any given entity, when set in 

motion, has a bearing on the momentum that propels it forward. The greater the mass, the 

greater the momentum will be, once set in motion. The sane holds true in birthing a new 

church: 

With fewer than 200 people, a church will need to fight just to stay alive. 
With fewer than that number of people, you will not have hit your stride. It 
is inevitable that your attention will be focused upon trying to maintain the 
basics of church survival. (Sjogren 169) 

This concept is commonly referred to as building “critical mass.” Once reached, this 

critical mass is harder to stop and easier to keep in motion. 
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While an established church may be able to do adequate ministry with less than 

two hundred, over an extended period of time, a church plant cannot. Established 

churches have buildings that give them visibility, credibility, and proven staying power in 

the community. Hitting the two hundred mark makes ministry much easier to main& 

over an extended period of time. 

Two other differences between an established church and a church plant are 

membership and finances. Established churches have had time to build a loyal 

membership. Often, this loyal membership consists of extended families who have 

invested themselves in the history of the church. Established churches also have a notable 

financial advantage over church plants. Most established churches take for granted the 

material possessions they have gained over years of existence. Little things, such as 

tables and chairs, can become huge financial issues for a church plant. 

According to a recent study done by Gary L. McIntosh, over “80 percent of all 

churches have fewer than 200 worshippers on Sunday Morning” (1 7). If a new church 

does not reach the two hundred mark within a short period of time, it will fall into the 

same problem of most small to midsize churches. This problem, as defined by Schaller in 

A Mainline Turnaround, says a new church will “plateau with an average worship 

attendance of fewer than 150” within a decade of its birth (25). In effect, if new church 

plants do not hit the two hundred mark quickly, they will mirror the average American 

church. 

The size of a congregation will, by and large, set the agenda for its future viability 

and effectiveness. I am not questioning the commitment and call of church plants that do 

not reach the two hundred mark quickly. I am stating, mainly from my own experience in 
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working with established churches and church plants for the Iast eighteen years, that 

ministry is slowed, and the danger of falling into a survival mode will be a greater 

probability. 

Too often small churches struggle to grow. The reasons for this struggle are 

multiple. Small churches, while effective in some ways, tend to be more family oriented 

and often do not allow visitors to feel at home as readily. In his book Looking: in the 

Mirror, Schaller refers to churches under the two hundred mark as “Collie” churches: 

Some people tend to wonder why these churches remain on a plateau in 
size or why church shoppers often do not return after that initial visit. 
Collies tend to have strong affection for members ofthe family, but they 
often bark at strangers. (20) 

When any church falls into this mode of operation, growth becomes almost impossible. 

Myriads of books and articles have been written about the growth problems of the small 

church. A key to avoiding these problems is for a new church to reach the two hundred 

mark quickly. New church plants that do not grow rapidly will develop a small church 

mentality, stifling their ability to reach out and impact the community. Planting new 

churches should be an attempt to overcome growth problems, not emulate them. 

Crowds attract crowds. To create new missions that break out of the mold ofthe 

self-serving, swvival-minded, family-run organizations, leaders must find a way to plant 

churches that grow rapidly in size in a very short period of time. When a church is able to 

grow rapidly and gain momentum, it will create a healthy attitude among the members: 

A primary difference between growing and declining churches is their 
attitude. Growing churches feel they have something worthwhile to offer 
to their community. Their high level of self-esteem provides the energy 
and strength to share the gospel of Christ with people in the community. 
(McIntosh, 13 1) 
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Church plants that do not grow beyond the 150 average in attendance within a few years 

will lose momentum and fall into the small-church trap that “results in a low level of 

congregational morale” (1 3 1). Church plants are more vulnerable to a sense of low 

morale due to heightened expectations for success. When not met with immediate 

success, most church plants fall prey to discouragement. 

The attitude of most members involved in an established church is usually fairly 

level. Most have settled into a routine way of doing church. Members may pray for, 

expect, and hope to grow, but the level of expectation for dramatic and rapid changes is 

not as high as in a new church. In contrast, the expectation of those involved in a church 

plant is one of rapid growth within a short period of time. When expectations are not 

reached at the level anticipated, a sense of failure is certain. 

According to Schaller in Growinn Plans, once an attitude of defeat settles into the 

hearts and minds of the church planter and the new congregation, they begin to view 

themselves “as small, weak, unattractive, powerless and frustrated with a limited future’’ 

(21). Unfortunately, this attitude is the state in which many church plants find 

themselves. If conventional wisdom is true, two-thirds of church-planting attempts will 

begin to develop a small-church self-image. 

To summarize, church plants need to reach the two hundred mark quickly or face 

a myriad of problems. Rapid growth will help a new church maintain momentum and 

offer it a sense of credibility. That growth will also give the church the ability to offer 

holistic services that can answer the felt needs of the community. A new church that does 

not reach this mark will struggle financially and may develop a sect-like attitude. The 

church plant’s size will perpetuate the problem. Both rapid and slow-growth churches 
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will generate a sense of corporate self-image that can dictate the fiAxre impact of any 

church in its c o m m ~ t y .  

Addressing the Research Questions 

My intention through this study to address church planting with a wide lens. 

Understanding fast-growing, dynamic church plants must involve a rnultileveled 

approach. Granted, this study only touched a small portion of a big topic, but I believe a 

broad approach will lead to further study. While other research has focused on one 

particular facet of church-planting dynamics, I took a multifaceted approach. 

Ridley’s Assessment 

The literature surrounding church planting considers the personality of the church 

planter a major contributing factor in determining a church’s viability. Church planters 

are often portrayed as “outgoing, extroverted, visionary, proven leaders, able to handle 

adversity” (Moore 11-14). Each church planter must have the ability to develop and 

employ a strategic plan for a new church. He or she must also be able to sell the vision to 

others and create solidarity among those who follow. 

In 1984, Dr. Charles Ridley, a professor of psychology at Indiana University, 

conducted a study of church planters involving thirteen different denominations, 

providing him with forty-eight different characteristics of church planters. Out of these 

forty-eight characteristics, he listed thirteen essential characteristics, which have become 

the standard for assessing church planters. These thirteen characteristics can be found in 

How to Select Church Planters by Dr. Charles Ridley. 

1. Visioning capacity 
2. Intrinsically motivated 
3. Creates ownership of ministry 
4. Relates to the unchurched 
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5. Spousal cooperation 
6.  Effectively builds relationships 
7. Committed to church growth 
8. Responsive to community 
9. Utilizes giftedness of others 
10. Flexible and adaptable 
11. Builds group cohesiveness 
12. Resilience 
13. Exercises faith (7-1 1) 

Each denomination involved in this study has used the Ridley Assessment, at some level, 

as an indicator to determine whether or not to continue with the planter in question. 

An individual using this assessment is asked a series of questions surrounding the 

thirteen characteristics. Each question uses a scale of 1 to 5. A score of 1 (Sb-ongly 

Disagree) is low and a score of 5 (Strongly Agree) is high. For example, a planter being 

assessed on visioning capacity might be asked these three questions: 

When was the last time you created an opportunity out of an obstacle? 
How did you create that opportunity? 

What has been the most difficult personal obstacle you have overcome in 
your life? How did you manage to overcome that obstacle? 

Tell me about a vision that you pursued despite pessimism or objections 
fiom si@cant other people. What was the vision and how did you 
achieve it? (Ridley, 101) 

For a fuller understanding of the questions asked of a potential church planter, Ridley’s 

full interview guide can be seen in Appendix E. 

After the test is taken, the numeric answer for each question is totaled and 

averaged according to the total number of questions asked. The higher the average, the 

greater likelihood an individual has the characteristics necessary to plant a church. High 

scores can average anywhere fiom 3.1 to 5. Low scores will average between 1 and 3. 
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My interest was not whether the individual was a church planter. My interest was 

if the church planter’s assessment score had any bearing on whether their church plant 

reached the fast-growing, dynamic status. 

Ridley’s work is widely accepted as a standard tool for assessing church planters; 

however, I was not able to h d  any research that validated the process Ridley developed. 

Dr. Ridley himself shared with me “I am not aware of any longitudinal, formal research 

that has been done on my work. I have only heard of informal studies and personal 

comments” (Telephone interview). Research question one helped to discover if the 

Ridley Assessment factored into fast-growing, dynamic church plants. 

Denominational Support 

Out of aLl these areas of concern, denominational support is the most difficult to 

address. When the literature addresses this issue, financial support is usually discussed. 

Denominational support of a church plant, in my opinion, involves more than simple 

financing. While proper fmancial support is important, other variables are worthy of 

consideration. The variables I wish to address are finances, conceptual freedom, personal 

encouragement, and training. Little empirical data or research has been done on the 

effects of the later three factors of denominational involvement in church planting. The 

following four categories discuss what the literature reveals about theses issues. 

Financial considerations. Varying beliefs exist about the optimum level of 

financial involvement given by sponsoring agencies. The following two experts in the 

field of church planting share their findings. 

Rudee Devon Boan researched church plants in the Southern Baptist Convention, 

between 1979-1984, and he revealed that little evidence existed in support “of finances 
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having anY influence upon the outcome of a mission” (143). In fact, his research 

ulthately Came to the conclusion that unsponwrd churches were much more likely t0 

become constituted. He concluded that the proper use of finances was more important 

than the amount given (145). While I agree that proper stewardship is an important issw 

in the life of any church plant, good stewardship is difficult if the church does PoSS~SS 

resources h the first place. This study sought the answer to this issue. 

In 2000, a study of five different denominations and their church-planting 

practices revealed that one difference between a church surviving or failing was “the 

level of funding available” @. PoweIl55). Dennis D. Powell’s research also revealed that 

income of a new church in the first three years was vital to becoming self-supporting. 

Powell summarizes this phenomenon: 

By looking at totaI income available the first three years of a new church, 
those with total income above $30,000, including offerings, gifts, and 
subsidies, had a significant advantage. Those below $30,000 in total 
income each year became self-supporting at a rate of 23 percent. Those 
above the $30,000 threshold had a 77 percent rate of becoming self- 
supporting. (59) 

Out of all the churches involved in Powell’s study, only one reached the two hundred 

mark in the first three years. This particular church had over 350 attendees by the end of 

the first year; however, the amount of financial support offered to that particular church is 

not mentioned. 

Funding is extremely important in the life of a new congregation, and a “new 

church will require a regular flow of money” (Stetzer, P l a n h ~  Missional Churches 221). 

Nevertheless, to my knowledge, little research exists on the appropriate range of funding 

needed to start a new church. Financial support is a heavily debated topic among church 

planters and denominational leaders, and allocated resources are generally left up to those 
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involved. The mount of finances often varies according to the model of church ~1~~~~~ 

employed. 

The Free Methodist denomination, of which I used to be a part, gave six & o u a d  

dollars for the first Year and three thousand dollars during the second year. Each 

conference could give additiond funds ifthey wished, yet few went above seventy 

thousand dollars for the entire project. According to the a n n d  yearbooks the Free 

Methodist church publishes each year, many of these church planting efforts ended up 

resembling the small church (Free Methodist Yearbook). 

The General Association of General Baptists, of which I am now the Director, 

does not fare much better. The financial records over the last four years reveal our leveI 

of support varies greatly, according to the level of competency of the planting pastor. 

National Missions has invested anywhere from $12,000 over a five-year period and up to 

$225,000 over a two-year period. While a multileveled approach to finances has been 

employed over the last few years, only one church plant has reached the fast-growing 

marker. This church plant was labeled an “Anchor” church plant. 

Anchor church plants receive anywhere from $180,000 to $225,000 over a 

twenty-four-month period. Three Anchor church plant attempts have been made in the 

last four years. Each Anchor church plant has accessed over $200,000. Out of these three 

church plants, only one has reached the fast-growing marker. 

n e  Church of&e Nazarene has invested up to $250,000 Church plants and 

experienced both dynamic and struggling churches. Likewise, they have given minimal 

start-up grants and experienced the same outcome @oneY>- 
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Free Will Baptists require their church planters to raise their own funds. The 

planters are paid anywhere between $48,000 to $52,000 in d a r y  every year for a six- 

year period (L- Powell). Deputation to support the launching and development of the ne% 

church raises additional monies. None of their church plants have reached the dynamic 

fast-growing marker. 

The Southern Baptist Convention structure is a little different from the other 

stn-~ctures listed above. According to Stetzer, Research Team Director of the North 

American Missions Board, the financial support for each church plant is different. Each 

state convention is responsible for planting churches and raising the funds necessary to 

ensure the plant’s success. Many Southern Baptist church plants have reached the 

dynamic fast-growing marker (Stetzer, Telephone interview). 

After speaking with the leaders of the groups involved in this study, I have not 

found a standard amount of finances given toward a church-planting attempt. Each 

denomination involved in this study gave varying amounts to each church plant. My 

intention was to discover the extent to which financial support factors into the 

development of a fast-growing, dynamic church plant. 

Conceptual freedom. The fkedom to create is an important issue. Once again the 

literature reviewed for this study held varying degrees of beliefs as it concerned the 

fieedom of the church planter to design and control the church plant. 

Innovation is a must in new church starts. “The church needs to employ its 

immense inxq$nal resources in the service of spiritual enrichment and betterment” 

(Sweet 216). The church cannot do business as u s d  if it expects to reach this new 

generation. Television, computers, Pods, Internet, and video games have brought the 
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American culture into a new era of communication and entertainment. “If we want to 

communicate, we will have to learn a new rhetoric” (McLaren 87). Because of the rapid 

changes experienced, every church plant is forced to compete with these technologid 

and cultural advances. Becoming innovative is an important issue if a church is to reach 

this new culture. Either denominational leaders will control this innovation and the 

creation of a new church, or the onus is placed on the shoulders of the church planter. 

A good strategy for any new plant is vital to a proper launch and its consequent 

survivability. Control, within certain boundaries, is to be expected within my structure; 

“One challenge for a denomination is to allow appropriate freedom to the local church. 

The energy for church-planting does not emanate from a headquarters building’2 

(Stevenson 140). Denominations usually invest, at some level, in the life of these new 

churches, so a level of accountability should be expected. 

Schaller believes control belongs mainly to the denomination because it has the 

proper resources available to design, organize, and implement a comprehensive plan for 

the plant (44 Ouestions 169-72). The other side of the spectrum calls for judicatory 

leaders to give control over the planter: 

Get out of their way. Ego may suffer when the realization suddenly hits 
that they do not need your expertise in order to function. They may know 
more and have more experience. It may simply be that they have it 
altogether. For you to assume that they need your help may be a misplaced 
if not crippling assumption. Your greatest ministry may be to affii them 
and stay out of the way. They are bright enough to call if they need help. 
Even at that, allow them the freedom to call someone else as a resource 
instead of you. (Mannoia 29) 

I believe Kevin Mannioa is correct. Church planters on the field have a clear 

understanding of the needs of the community and how the new church can address those 

needs. An individual in a headquarters building is not as intimately connected to the 
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community being served. Once the location is chosen and some initial demographics are 

completed, the church planter should have appropriate control. 

In his research, Boan indicates that when a new church is dominated by the 

sponsoring agency it will “damage the mission with its paternalism” (92). Understanding 

the amount of control exerted over the new church, I believe, has a bearing on the growth 

of a new church. This study attempted to discover if the control of a sponsoring agency 

has any bearing on whether or not a church becomes fast growing and dynamic. 

Personal support. In the realm of church planting, the personal and emotional 

support the church planter receives from a sponsoring agency is often overlooked. A11 the 

literature reviewed for this study agreed that personal support for an individual in the 

ministry was vital to his or her success. A pastor’s job is lonely. The added pressures 

involved in church planting can elevate that sense of loneliness to an all-time high. 

“Many church planters tend to be the rugged-individual type” (Sjogren 11 0). That 

attitude often leads to isolation, depression, and burnout. 

Encouragement is a big issue among church planters. They are often isolated, 

lonely, and misunderstood. The level of emotional support they receive from the 

sponsoring agency will play a huge part in the emotional fitness of the planter and his or 

her family. Pastoral burnout is a major problem in the ministry. Church planting adds a 

heightened level of stress and hstration not experienced by the pastor of an established 

church. In this research I explored the personal support received from the sponsoring 

agency and how that support affected the growth of the new church. 

My first church-planting experience, in Springfield, Missouri, began with great 

hope and expectation, but it ended in failure. I was not prepared for what I would face on 
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the field from my own colleagues. I expected distrust from the unchurched in my new 

community, but I did not expect the animosity I faced from fellow Springfield pastors. 

My surprise was even greater as I dealt with the animosity among colleagues in my own 

denomination. It weighed heavy on my heart and cast me into a state of depression. After 

my f is t  year of church planting, I almost walked away from the ministry. 

Years later, as the National Missions Director for the General Baptist 

denomination, I realized how big a problem depression and a sense of loneliness is 

among church planters. In January 2006, I held a round-table discussion with my church 

plant coordinators, These individuals are responsible for overseeing and directing the 

church planters in their given areas. I revealed in this meeting many of our church 

planters were weary from battling with their own colleagues over church-planting 

methods and strategies. Some were even on the verge of quitting (CPC Meeting). 

In his work, John Roller revealed his findings about church-planting success and 

failures within the Advent Christian Church. Roller revealed that new Advent churches 

planted in an area that had more than thirteen other Advent churches had a “16% better 

survival rate” than new churches planted in an area with fewer than thirteen churches 

(1 2). Roller attributed his findings to what he labeled as the “fellowship factor” (12). 

Roller’s study also found that church plants have a “19% better survival rate” in states 

that attempt to plant more churches (13). His point is the more attempts made by a given 

state, the more supportive, open, and accepting that group of churches is to church 

planting in their areas. 

In 1995, Larry McCrary studied essential elements in church-planting. His study 

was designed to look at relational issues involved in strong church plants. Out of this 
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study, seventeen principles for starting strong new churches were developed. McCrary’s 

fifth principle has to do with the personal and emotional support given by a sponsoring 

agency. McCrary reveals that emotional support fiom a sponsoring agency is vital to the 

health and well-being of both the church planter as well as the plant itself (65). 

In my own experience, I found that handling the ridicule and resentment fiom my 

own group added levels of pressure I had not expected. Regular encouragement from the 

pastors within my district would have given me added strength to carry on when things 

became unbearable. Instead, the open suspicion and verbal attacks from my colleagues 

pulled me in the opposite direction. The resistance I felt from my colleagues ultimately 

led me to question my own abilities. This study determined if the personal support 

received by a church planter made a difference in whether or not a church plant became 

fast growing and dynamic. 

Church planting training. Any denomination that takes the issue of church 

planting seriously should focus on the issue of training. Until recently, many 

denominations required a formal theological education but made little effort to train 

planters within the specific realm of church planting: 

Although most authors and researchers in the field presuppose some type 
of training, either &om a formal seminary or a mentoring relationship, no 
one addresses it specifically. Seminary training does not seem to be a 
factor in predicting the success of a new church plant. @. Powell 22) 

Powell’s research revealed that specialized church-planting training and or seminars 

increased the possibility of a church plant becoming a self-supporting entity. Powell’s 

research also revealed “denominations utilizing coaching and assessment centers are the 

ones which grow in number of churches and in membership” (52). Church planting is 

very different fiom being a pastor of an established church and requires a different set of 
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skills. I believe these skills are a major factor in the success of fast-growing, dynamic 

church plants. 

Skteen years of ministry in an established church did not prepare me for the 

difficulties involved in church planting. Most of what I learned I gained through reading 

and mentoring fiom outside my own denomination, I was lacking a broad base of 

knowledge required to be an effective church planter. A proper training, specifically 

designed for church planters, would have given me a greater level of success. 

The realization that specialized training is a necessary part of good church 

planting has grown over the last decade. Robert E. Logan was one of the first to offer a 

“boot camp” for church planters. The success of those boot camps has led to the 

development of others. Logan’s work has led to dozens of new parachurch organizations 

offering the specific training needed to prepare planters more adequately for the process. 

While many church and parachurch organizations have recogpized the need for 

this type of training, few have researched the impact of training on church-planting. An 

analysis completed by Edward J. Stetzer and the North American Mission Board, on the 

church planting process of the Southern Baptist Convention in 2003, shows that training 

made a major impact on the effectiveness of their church-planting efforts. Worship 

attendance of churches whose pastor had received specialized training was three times 

higher than those who received no training (Stetzer, An Analysis 3). Church-plankg 

training has become a key component of the church-planting process. 

Planting Methodologies 

The literature reviewed for this study also suggests that the methodologies 

employed by the church planter are vital to ensure proper development. Research 
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question #3 sought to discover differences in the methodologies employed between fast- 

growing church plants and struggling church plants. 

The methodologies employed in the birth of a new church can make the 

difference between success and failure. For the sake of this research, I purposefully 

limited myself to the methodologies used in planting the church and not the model. A 

model of church planting is a specific discipline, form, or style a planter uses to start a 

church, such as the purpose driven model, programmatic model or the house church 

model. A methodology refers to more specific details or procedures used in planting the 

church. While focusing on the model of church planting used may make an interesting 

study, it is not the focus of this research. 

Two methodological areas of particular interest are group development and 

strategy development. The first area of interest deals mainly with the gathering of people 

prior to the grand opening or public launch of the church plant. The second area deals 

with the strategies used in the development of a church. 

Group development. Today, one concept receiving a great deal of attention in 

the church-planting arena is team planting. Instead of one entrepreneurial planter going 

out to start a church on his or her own, a planting team is sent. This team usually consists 

of a lead pastor, worship leader, and Christian education pastor. In his book Planting 

Missional Churches, Stetzer explains that a church-planting team provides “a division of 

gifts, and a strong leadership base” (71). Church plants that start off with a team and 

share the workload stand a much better chance of reaching the two hundred mark 

quickly. 



In 2003, Edward J. Stetzer studied six hundred Southern Baptist church plants. 

All of these plants had reached their fourth year of existence. Stetzer revealed a new 

church, started with more than one staff member, had a much larger attendance average 

by the four-year mark (An Analysis 21). John Richard Claydon, on the other hand, in his 

study of church planting in Great Britain, believes team planting would be more difficult 

because those involved would “fmd it difficult adjusting to the local context and there 

may he problems of continuity when they have finished their work” (27). In either ease, a 

church planting strategy involving a team must be considered when seeking to understand 

the dynamics involved in fast-growing or stagnant church plants. “A team produces 

synergy” (Jones et al. 126). I believe a church planting strateg~ involving a team has a 

positive impact on the rapid growth of a new church and is one of the factors that 

distinguishes fast-growing, dynamic church plants fiom the comparison plants. This 

study helped determine if a team church planting strategy made any difference in whether 

a church plant reached the fast growing mark or not. 

Another issue that follows closely behind the debate of using a team to plant a 

church is the issue of core groups. A “core group” involves those individuals who have 

committed to being a part of the plant prior to a public launch. In my opinion, core group 

development is one of the most crucial issues of any church plant. To launch into “public 

worship prior to building a SigDlficant core group is not recommend’’ (Bulley 34). If a 

new church is to grow rapidly and gain significant momentum, the planter must build a 

large core group. 

D. Powell’s study reveals that church plants starting without a core group are 

more likely to fail. Out of the twenty-five church plants studied, five of them closed in 
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five years. Furthermore, of the five church plants that closed, “none ever achieved an 

average worship attendance above thirty-four” (54). Out of all twenty-five churches, only 

one would have qualified for fast growing, dynamic (54). Conventional wisdom among 

church-planting leaders is that crowds attract crowds. 

The size of the crowd on the hrst public launch usually sets the pace for the 

development of the new church. Schaller explains this point: “Starting small often creates 

a form of a self-fulfilling cycle of performance while starting large usually sends the new 

mission down the road to a radically different approach to ministry” (44 Ouestions 67). 

The question yet to be answered is the optimum size of the core group. 

On the issue of core group development, Wagner declares that “if the long-range 

plan for the church is to be under 200, the critical mass can be as small as 25 or 30 adults. 

However, if the plan is for the church to grow to over 200 that is too small” (Church 

Planting 120). Wagner shares research that indicates the need of at least fifty people in a 

core group prior to the public launch. This essential number, taken as a minimum, can 

indicate the success or failure of a church (120). Several other authors quote Wagner’s 

number, but to my knowledge, no research identifies a specific number of individuals 

needed to reach and sustain a number of two hundred. 

My intention was to discover factors involved in fast-growing, dynamic church 

plants. The size of the core group matters as it pertains to this issue. “Critical mass is 

essential, if you want to break through the 200 barrier” (Malphurs 320). The 

questionnaire was used to discover the size range of the core group involved in fast- 

growing church plants and to see if it revealed a significant difference from the 

comparison churches. 
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Strategic development. The final area of focus was on the various strategies 

employed by the new church. Every church, whether new or established, needs a strategy. 

To my knowledge, little concrete evidence exists showing one strategy is better than 

another. Most of the issues listed on the questionnaire in this section are preferential by 

nature. Each author, whether scholarly or popular, spoke of a broad range of strategic 

decisions that must be made in the life of any church plant. Doubtless a good strategy is 

vital to the development of any church; however, I have not been able to discover any 

evidence revealing which strategies had the highest impact on the rapid growth of a 

church plant. 

For the purpose of this study, I focused on four issues in this section of the 

questionnaire: types of ministries in place, style of worship, facility, and giving. This 

research sought to determine whether or not an optimum set of strategies exists. 

Having multiple ministries in place at the time of the first public worship is 

something every planter will have to consider. In a day and age of choice, anyone 

wishing to plant a church in this society must provide the unchurched with multiple 

points of connection. Some in the arena of church planting believe that building a 

multidimensional ministry should be a slow process. A new church should be “willing to 

move along at a slow pace” (Sjogren 78). Still, others teach all ministries must be in place 

at the time of public launch. Those ministries include everything from children’s 

ministries to senior adult ministries. 

The same previously mentioned study performed by Stetzer and the North 

American Mission Board, the style of worship used by new churches had significant 

impact on the attendance after a four-year period. The styles revealed as most productive 



Gray 48 

were contemporary, seeker-sensitive, and blended (9). Conventional wisdom has 

promoted these forms of worship as the most effective style of worship over the last 

decade, but Stetzer has given credible evidence that these styles are consistently 

producing larger crowds. My intention was to test these styles in a broader context. 

The choice of facility used by a church plant is crucial. Schaller explains that the 

type of facility used to host the new church will affect the perception of a new church. 

The risk involved in choosing the wrong facility “is that potentiai fuhrre members may 

drift away when they realize the limitations on programming” due to the facility chosen 

to house the church plant (44 Questions 61). 

Both D. Powell and Stetzer mention tithing as another important issue. I have 

heard many times in training seminars that a church planter should not talk about money 

within the first year of the church’s existence, yet both Dennis Powell and the North 

American Mission Board reveal tithing was a critical factor affecting the size and 

survivability of a new church. Stetzer’s research showed a consistent and marked 

difference between those new churches that expected members to tithe from those that 

did not. According to this research, after four years, church plants that required tithing 

experienced an average attendance of 120. New churches that did not require tithing 

showed a marked decline of around ninety in average attendance (An Analysis 10). 

D. Powell’s research takes this issue a step further by showing corporate tithing as 

a crucial issue for new churches to reach self-support quickly. New churches that gave at 

least 3 percent of their overall income to outreach and missions reached self-support 

more quickly than those churches that did not (83). That idea seems counterintuitive, yet 

it is biblically sound. One of the marks set for a fast-growing, dynamic church plant in 
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this research project was self-support within the first three years. My intention was to 

discover whether a church plant’s strategic decision to teach on financial stewardship, 

both through corporate giving as well as individual giving, was a factor in determining 

whether a plant reaches the status of a fast-growing, dynamic church. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that differentiate fast- 

growing, dynamic church plants from slower-growing, struggling church plants after a 

three-year period, from the day of public launch, and to reveal which factors lead to a 

greater likelihood of producing a dynamic church pIant. 

In order to gah a deeper understanding of these factors, a researcher-developed 

questionnaire was designed to explore the differences between fast and slow-growing 

church plants. This questionnaire was created to help determine the factors present in 

fast-growing, dynamic church plants that were absent in the comparison church plants. 

Research Questions 

Out of my own personal experiences and through my conversations with other 

church planters, denominational leaders, and heads of church-planting departments and 

my investigation of the literature, I identified three research questions. These questions 

are c o r n o n  among those involved in church planting, and they often go unanswered. My 

intention was to answer these questions through a questionnaire designed to touch 

multiple issues within the context of each of the factors identified. 

Research Question #1 

How does the Ridley Assessment score of planters leading fast-growing church 

plants differ from those leading struggling church plants? 

The personality of the church planter is considered a major contributing factor in 

determining whether a new church succeeds or fails. The use of the Ridley Assessment 
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has been held as a standard for determining the ability of an individual to plant a church. 

The reason for this question was to discover if the planter’s score had an impact on the 

church plant reaching the fast-growing, dynamic status. 

Those who participated in this study were asked if they had taken the Ridley 

Assessment and to indicate their score. This question was asked in the sponsoring agency 

support section of the questionnaire under the heading of training. 

Research Question #2 

What role did the support of the sponsoring agent play in determining whether a 

church plant becomes dynamic or struggles? The intention of this question was to 

understand the kind of wholistic support the sponsoring agency offered a new church 

plant and to discover how that support impacted the church plant. 

This question was addressed in the “sponsoring agency support” section of the 

questionnaire. This section of the questionnaire was laid out in four parts: finances, 

fieedom, personal support, and church-planting training. 

The first subsection, finances, consisted of five questions with four follow-up 

questions. These questions related to the financial support provided to the church 

plant‘planter by the sponsoring agency. Through these questions the church planter 

indicated whether he or she was full-time or bi-vocational, if the sponsoring agency 

provided any of the planter’s salary, if any additional start-up money was provided by the 

sponsoring agent, if the sponsoring agency assisted with the purchase of property, and if 

the planter personally raised any additional funds prior to the launch of the church. 

The second subsection, conceptual freedom, was designed to discover the amount 

of control a sponsoring agency had in the life of the church plant. The planter had an 
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opportunity to indicate what control he or she had over six key strategic decisions. These 

questions used a five-point Likert scale, where 1 represented total control by the 

sponsoring agent and 5 represented total church planter control. The middle of the scale, 

3, indicated the sponsoring agency and the church planter or team shared control. Each 

participant was asked to indicate his or her level of freedom in deciding the church’s 

vision, style of worship, staff hiring patterns, church location, target audience, and 

resource allocation. 

The third subsection, personal support, was designed to understand how much 

emotional support and encouragement the church planter received from the sponsoring 

agency as well as fellow colleagues. Six of the seven questions, in this section, used a 

five-point Likert scale, where 1 on this scale represented a low level of support and 

given, 5 represented a high level of support. If the participant circled 3, in the middle of 

the scale, support was considered moderate. The six questions using the Likert scale 

asked about support from superiors, pastoral colleagues, and surrounding churches, 

opportunities for fellowship with other pastors, recognition received within the 

denomination, and negativity produced feedback by the denomination. The final question 

in this section asked about the formation of a prayer support network. 

The fourth subsection, training, involved four questions. These questions were 

designed to discover the impact of church planter training and assessment. Each planter 

was asked if he or she had taken the Ridley Assessment, received specific church- 

planting training, the length of that training, and if he or she had received a church- 

planting coach. 
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Research Question #3 

Which methodologies, if any, differentiate fast-growing church plants from 

struggling church plants? This question addressed varying methods used to plant a 

church. Each church planter must decide how to plant and what methods he or she 

believes will work best. This question was designed to determine the impact of differing 

methods used by a church plant and to discover how these methods factored into the 

growth of the church. 

Section 11, Methods, of this questionnaire addressed this question. This section 

was split into two subsections: group development and strategic development- This 

section was designed to address the impact of core group development and the impact of 

various strategies employed by the church plant. This section of the questionnaire 

contained a total of eleven questions and four follow-up questions. 

The first subsection, group development, contained five questions used to 

discover the formation and impact of the church plant prior to public launch. The first 

question asked whether the church plant was started with a church-planting team or an 

individual church planter. The next three questions dealt with the development of the core 

group. These questions asked about the amount of individuals in the core group, seed 

families, and preview services. The final question in this subsection dealt with the 

number of individuals who attended the first public service. 

The second subsection of the questionnaire, strategic development, asked six 

questions. These questions dealt with ministries available at public launch, style of 

worship, m e  of facility used, and stewardship education. These questions were designed 

to discover the impact these different strategies had on the growth of the church Plant. 
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Participants 

This Study invohed five denominations and incorporated two different groups; 

fast-gowing and struggling church plants. The denominations that agreed to participate 

in th is study were as follows: General Association of GeneraI Baptists, Freewill Baptist, 

STADIA, Southem Baptist, and the Church of the Nazarene. Denominational leaders 

were invited to participate through e-mails (see Appendix A). 

Once denominational leaders agreed to participate, they received a full description 

of the definition of a qualieing church plant. Qualifying churches had to be at least three 

years old, led by a first-time church planter and be planted within a city of at least thirty 

thousand in population. They also received the definitions of both struggling church 

plants and fast-growing, dynamic church plants. A fast-growing, dynamic church plant is 

marked by financial self-support and an average attendance of two hundred in the first 

three years. A struggling church plant did not reach both of these markers. 

Each denominational leader was asked to provide a list of qualifying church 

plants in his or her organization and to separate them into the categories of fast-growing, 

dynamic and struggling church plants. 

A total of2,285 church plants qualified for this study. Table 3.1 shows the total 

of qualifying churches from each denomination and how many fit into the 

categories of struggling church plants and fast-grohg, dynamic Church Plants- 
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Table 3.1. Qualifying Church Plants 

Denomination Qualifying Churches Struggling Plants Fast Growing 

Southern Baptist 2,145 

STADIA 12 

Nazarene 94 

Freewill Baptist 20 

General Baptist 14 

Total 2,285 

1,987 

7 

90 

20 

13 

2,117 

158 

5 

4 

0 

1 

168 

As expected, the criteria set for fast-growing church plants caused an enormous 

numeric difference between the two groups. Far fewer fast-growing church plants (168) 

than struggling ones (2,117) exist. In order to equalize the size of the two groups, 168 

struggling church plants were randomly selected to participate in this study. A 

randomizer was used to select the sample of struggling church plants. The total sample 

size was, therefore, 336 church plants, 168 fast-growing and 168 struggling ones. 

The frst  part of this questionnaire gathered information about the church plant 

and to veri@ which group the responding church fits. Each denominational leader 

provided information that helped me place churches into the struggling church plant or 

fast-growing, dynamic category. To ensure reliability, a few basic questions were 

included in order to make sure a church plant was listed in the proper category. 

The biographical information section of the questionnaire involved issues related 

to placing church plants in the proper category. 

1. The first two bulleted questions helped determine whether a first-time church 

planter started and was currently leading the church plant. 
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2. The third bulleted question asked for the year of the church’s public launch, 

thus allowing the research to confirm the age of the church. 

3. The fourth bulleted question asked the current average attendance of the church 

plant. 

4. The fifth bulleted question revealed whether the particular church plant in 

question reached the two hundred mark within the allotted time. 

5. The seventh bulleted question and its follow-up revealed whether the church 

plant was financially self-supporting within the allotted time. 

Instrumentation 

This research was a comparative project designed to identify and describe the 

various factors involved in fast-growing, dynamic church plants that do not exist in 

struggling, slower growing, or stagnate church plants. In order to discover these factors, a 

researcher-designed questionnaire was developed and incorporated Ridley’s Assessment 

tool. The actual Ridley Assessment tool was not used, however, each planter was asked 

to share his or her score. The questionnaire involved three sections. The k t  section 

asked for biographical information. This section included a series of five questions that 

helped to confirm that the church plant qualified for this study. 

The second section of the questionnaire related to the sponsoring agencies support 

of the church plant. This section involved four subsections: financial support, creative 

fieedom, personal support, and training. 

The final section of this questionnaire related to the methodologies employed by 

the church planter. This section contains two subsections: group development and 

strategic development. 
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This questionnaire helped to discover the combination of factors found in the 

church plants that met the criteria for group A, thus revealing which factors or 

combination of factors stood out as major differences between fast-growing, dynamic 

church plants and struggling church plants. 

Validity and Reliability 

Five church planters, from varying locations within the United States, pilot tested 

this questionnaire. Each individual was asked to read the questionnaire, respond to the 

questions, and return his or her response. 

Every planter involved in this pretest had all served in the General Association of 

General Baptists. These planters were Terrell Somerville, Ron Byrd, Gary Baldus, Bob 

Comer, and Dennis Powell. After fiIling out the questionnaire, they were each asked to 

offer feedback on the readability and clarity of the questionnaire. 

The group helped to identify any confusing questions and offered their 

perceptions of the questionnaire. The questionnaire was refined and prepared for 

distribution. 

Data Collection 

Each church planter, within these five denominations, that fit the criteria received 

a letter explaining the project and asking them to participate. Two different letters were 

sent. Appendix B contains a letter sent to struggling church plants. In order to ensure 

struggling church plants participation, no language was used that made any reference to 

fast-growing church plants. I did not want these churches to feel they were being 

compared to another set of church plants. Appendix C contains the letter sent to fast- 
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growing, dynamic church plants. The fast-growing, dynamic church plants were invited 

to participate because they were fast growing. The letter referred to that fact. 

An accompanying letter from each planter’s director or denominational leader 

was also included. This letter was meant to encourage their involvement. Each 

questionnaire was mailed with a self-addressed, stamped envelope to make returning the 

questionnaire convenient for each church planter. 

The same questionnaire was mailed out to every qualifying church plant. To aide 

in the dissemination of information garnered through this questionnaire, each group 

received different colored paper. The churches fitting into the category of struggling 

church plants received a questionnaire on white paper. Fast-growing church plants 

received questionnaires on blue paper. For the purposes of this study, these groups are 

fast-growing, dynamic church plants, or Group A, and struggling church plants, or Group 

B. 

In order to track these church plants, the questionnaires were numbered from 1 to 

336. These numbers corresponded with the number given to each participating church 

plant. 

Participating church plants were included in a drawing for one of two $250 gift 

certificates fiom Stinson Press as a “thank YOU’’ for their time. These two gift certificates 

were good toward the purchase of books, curriculum, or printed material. Each 

participant was also given access to the findings of this project. 

In order to protect each participating church planter and church plant, all 

information received was considered confidential. As the researcher, I was the only 

person who read and compiled the information. Once all the information was received 
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and complied, the questionnaires were destroyed. Any church plant fiom Group A named 

in this research was done so only after obtaining the expressed permission of the church 

planter and denominational leader. For the sake of the comparison group, no church plant 

in Group B was mentioned by name. My intention was not to label a church plant as a 

success or a failure. 

Data Analysis 

After these questionnaires were returned, the participating church plants were 

placed in the appropriate groups. A t-test was run on the two sections using the Likert- 

type scale: conceptual fieedom and personal support. This test compared the mean value 

for each question between the groups. The mean value for fast-growing, dynamic church 

plants was then compared to the mean value for struggling plants to detemrine if the 

findings were significant. 

All other questions on the questionnaire are categorical. These questions were 

analyzed using percentages. For instance, in the finances section of the questionnaire, 

each group was asked to share whether they were employed as full-time or bi-vocational 

church planters. The response of each group was tabulated and placed into the 

appropriate category. The percentage of those who were full-time and bi-vocational was 

tabulated, compared, and contrasted to determine if a substantively higher percentage for 

one group existed over the other between fast-growing and struggling church plants. 

These findings could indicate a substantial reason for the church plant’s growth or lack of 

growth. 

A few follow-up questions on the questionnaire involved fill-in-the-blank 

questions. In every section, except strategic development, the fill-in-the-blank questions 
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asked for a numeric response. For these follow-up questions, the mean values were 

calculated and compared between fast-growing, dynamic and struggling church plants. 

The fill-in-the-blank possibilities in the strategic development section of the 

questionnaire were simply classified as other. Any response could be given but was only 

recorded in an “other” category. 

Question one under the strategic development part of the questionnaire was 

analyzed using percentages. In other words, I looked at the percentage of church plants 

from each group and the percentage ministries used at the time of public launch. I sought 

to discover not only how many ministries each group used but also if any particular 

ministry stood out as significant. 

Once tabulated, the results were returned to my office, analyzed, and interpreted. 

The results of this process determined the factors that differentiate fast-growing, dynamic 

church plants from slower-growth, struggling church plants after a three-year period. 

Delimitations and Generalizability 

Several delimiting factors are involved in this study: 

1. This study was based on voluntary participation. Therefore, the project is 

limited to the findings of church plants that returned the questionnaire. 

2. I chose not to look at church plants older than six years in order to eliminate 

church plants such as Willow Creek and Saddleback. While these churches are good 

study subjects, they are not adequate for understanding current trends and methods. 

3. I also chose not to involve church plants that fell within the three to six-year 

time frame if they employed a planter who had planted multiple churches. I did not want 

an experienced, multi-church planter to skew my findings. An experienced church planter 
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has had the advantage of learning what does and does not work. The experience of a 

seasoned church planter could corrupt the findings. 

4. Neither the responses of congregants nor of those who left the church plant 

were considered. While I believe this information would be invaluable, the focus of this 

study was aimed at process and procedures rather than perception. 

5. I have intentionally not addressed the issues of gender and ethnicity, I do think 

both would be valuable studies, but for the purposes of this study, I focused on issues that 

were cross-gender and cross-cultural. The questionnaire was written in such a way as to 

be inclusive. This study was not meant to reveal which gender or ethnicity grows large 

churches better; instead, it was intended show factors involved in all church plants, 

regardless of gender or race. 

6 .  I have also limited my study to North American church plants within a 

population setting of thirty thousand and above. This limitation flows from research done 

by D. Powell. Powell’s research reveals that most denominational leaders understood 

planting a church in a smaller setting was “more difficult due to the law of large numbers, 

social structures, and limited opportunities” (74). Because of this finding, I have chosen 

to limit the research to cities with a large population base. 

7. Finally, these findings were limited to the five denominations involved and 

may not be applicable to every denominational setting. 

In spite of these limitations, my hope is that this study will have a far-reaching 

impact in the church-planting realm. I sincerely believe the factors revealed and or 

revealed by this study will aid in creating a stronger system for church planting. Because 

I am not looking at denominational practices and procedures, I firmly believe the 



Gray 62 

information realized b o u g h  this study will apply to all denominational barriers. The 

factors uncovered by this study will help leaders create an environment to produce a 

healthy church plant, offer a greater chance of church survival, and create an efficiency to 

enable the church reach their communities for Jesus Christ. 

This research will add to a base of existing studies covering the effectiveness of 

church planting in the United States. The arena of church-planting research is relatively 

new and offers a researcher many avenues of study. I hope this project will generate more 

questions than it answers and open the door for further study. This research is broader in 

scope than many dissertations because I am seeking to discover multiple factors in fast- 

growing church plants, not simply in church planting. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that differentiate fast- 

growing, dynamic church plants fi-om slower-growth, struggling church plants after a 

three-year period, fi-om the day of public launch, and to reveal which factors lead to a 

greater likelihood of producing a dynamic church plant. 

Profile of Subjects 

On 7 Jan, 2007, I sent 336 questionnaires out to the church plants who were 

invited to participate in this study. Equal amounts of fast-growing and struggling church 

plants were invited to participate. After the questionnaires were returned, the statistical 

data was complied. A total of 336 church plants were invited to fill out the questionnaire, 

168 fast-growing church plants and 168 struggling church plants. Of the 336 church 

plants invited to participate, 131 church plants (38.9 percent) returned their questionnaire. 

Of the 13 1 church-planting questionnaires returned, seventy-nine (60.3 percent) 

were fkom fast-growing, dynamic church plants. Eighteen of the seventy-nine were 

disqualified from the study because they did not meet the criteria set for this study due to 

the fact that they were being led by the pastor who had not starled the church or had 

started other churches prior to their present charge. Three fast-growing church plants 

were moved fkom the blue to white and two were moved from white to blue. (The colors 

are in reference to the color of questionnaire sent to each group. Fast-growing church 

plants received a blue questionnaire and struggling church plants received a white 

questionnaire.) Moving these church plants to the other groups was determined by the 
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questions in the biographical section of the questionnaire. The data from a total of s ix ty  

fast-growing church plants was recorded for this study. 

Fifty-two struggling church plants (30.9 percent) responded by retuning the 

questionnaire. However, one was disqualified and two were moved to the fast-growing 

group because they were self-supporting and had reached the two hundred mark. The data 

from a total of fifty-two struggling church plants was recorded for the study (see Table 

4.1). 

Table 4.1. Responding Church Plants 

Church Totai Total Disqualifie Moved to Moved to Total 
Plants Invited Responding d White Blue Recorded 

I68 79 18 3 0 60 

Smggling 168 52 1 0 2 52 

Fast- 
growing 

Total 131 19 3 2 112 

Significance 

Two forms were used to discover significant differences between fast-growing 

and struggling church plants. The fEst fonn was a t-test. This test was used to discover 

differences in the areas of the Ridley score, conceptual fkeedom and personal support. A 

p-value for each area was calculated and any value equal to or less than (i.e., 5) .05 was 

considered significant. 

The second form used to discover significant differences was a simple percentage 

difference between the two groups. Due to the size of the qualifying sample, a high 

percentage difference was set. For the purposes of this study, any factor differences of 15 
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percent or higher between fast-growing and struggling church pIants was considered a 

significant difference. 

Research Question #l 

How does the Ridley Assessment score of planters leading fast-growing church 

plants differ from those leading struggling church plants? 

The questionnaire measured the Ridley Assessment score of the church planters 

who participated in this study. Of the 112 recorded respondents eighty-five (75.8 percent) 

gave their Ridley score. A total forty-seven out of sixty fast-growing church planters 

(78.3 percent) reported their Ridley score and thirty-eight of fifty two struggling church 

planters (73.1 percent) reported their score. 

Table 4.2. Ridley Assessment Scores 

Fast-Growing Struggling 
(n=47) (n=38) 

Assessment M SD M SD Difference PI a05 

4.26 .2 1 3.82 .34 .44 o.ooo* Ridley 
Scores 
* 5.05 

The mean Ridley score for planters of fast-growing church plants was 4.26 while 

the mean of those in the struggling church plants was 3.82, a difference of .44. The t-test 

revealed a p-value of 0.000. Standard t-tests indicated that anything below a .05 as 

significant. The significant difference is that the Ridley score of the fast-growing church 

planter was higher than that of the planter leading a struggling church plant (see Table 

4.2). 
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Research Question #2 

What role did the support of the sponsoring agent play in determining whether a 

church plant becomes dynamic or stnrggles? 

The support offered by the sponsoring agency varied greatly fiom church plant to 

church plant, even within the groups themselves. Four areas of sponsoring agency 

support were addressed in this study: financial support, conceptual freedom, personal 

support, and training. Several significant findings were revealed in each of the four areas 

addressed. 

Finances 

This section of the questionnaire focused on the amount of financial support 

received fiom a sponsoring agency. Each church planter was asked about his or her work 

status as a planter. The questionnaire sought to discover if a full-time focus on the plant 

had a greater effect than a bi-vocational focus (see Table 4.3). 

Table 4.3. Work Status 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) % (n=52) YO Y O  

Work Status - - - P 

Full-time 78.3 61.5 16.8* 

Bi-vocational 21.6 38.4 (16.8) 

* Significant percent difference 

The data revealed that both groups had a high percentage of full-time church 

planters; however, fast-growing church plants had a 16.8 percent higher rate of Ml-time 

pastors than struggling church plants. Fast-growing church plants had a significantly 

higher percentage of fidl-tirne church planters than did struggling church plants. 
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The planters from both groups were also asked about the types of support they 

received from their sponsoring agency. The types of support addressed were salary, start- 

up money, property, personal involvement in raising support, and the length of time each 

plant was supported. Planters were asked if they received a full, partial, or no salary from 

a sponsoring agency (see Table 4.4). 

Table 4.4. Salary Support 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) Y o  ( ~ ~ 5 2 )  % YO 

Salary Support - - 
Full salary 26.6 30.7 4.1 

Partid salary 48.3 38.4 9.9 

No salary 25 30.7 4.3 

No major differences existed between fast-growing and struggling church plants 

concerning salary support level. 

Although major differences were not revealed in the level of salary support, 

significant differences were revealed in the amount of time the planter received salary 

support. 

No significant difference was revealed between the two church plant groups in the 

first year. However, in the second and fifth year significant differences were revealed. A 

difference of 23.4 percent was revealed at year two and a significant difference of 25.5 

percent was revealed at year five. 
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To look at S a l a r y  Support another way, of the fast-growing church plants, 91 

percent received saJary support for no more than three years. By contrast, struggling 

church plants, 77.6 percent received salary support for three or more years. 

Percentage wise, struggling church plants were supported for a significantly 

longer period of time than fast-growing church plants. Only 8.8 percent of fast-growing 

church plants were supported beyond the third year. On the other hand, 44.3 percent of 

struggling church plants were given salary support beyond the third year. Combining 

years four and five, a 35.5 percent difference exists between the two church plant groups 

concerning long salary support (see Table 4.5). 

Table 4.5. Years of Salary Support 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) YO (n=52) YO YO Years of Support 

One year 6.6 5.5 1.1 

Two Years 40 16.6 23.4* 

Three Years 44.4 33.3 11.1 

Four Years 6.6 16.6 10 

Five Years 2.2 27.7 25.5* 

* Significant percent difference 

The next question within the realm of finances sought to discover if the 

sponsoring agencies help with the purchase of property had a significant impact on the 

church plant. 

No significant difference was revealed in the area of financial help with property. 

Both groups were very close on this issue (see Table 4.6). 
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Table 4.6. Financial Help with the Purchase of Property 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60)% (n=52)% Y O  

Property Help 

Received Help 10 7.6 2.4 

Did Not Receive Help 90 92.3 2.3 

Of the fast-growing church plants which received help purchasing property, 66 

percent received up to 50 percent financial help or less, and 33 percent received over 5 1 

percent financial help. Of the struggling church plants that received help with the 

purchase of property, 50 percent received up to 50 percent financial help, and 50 percent 

received over 51 percent financial help with the purchase of property. While a 16 percent 

difference appears between these two groups, the sample is statistically too small to 

qualify this finding as significant. (see Table 4.7). 

Table 4.7. Percent of Financial Support Received for the Purchase of Property 

Received Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
Y O  ( n 4 )  YO (n4) Yo YO 

__L_) - 
Up to 50 66 50 16* 

Over 5 1 34 50 16* 

* Significant percent difference 

The next question about financial support addressed whether a sponsoring agency 

supplied any planter additional funding, beyond salary, to the church plant. A 

significantly higher percentage of fast-growing church plants (26.9 percent) received 
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additional financial support from their sponsoring agency, beyond salary support (see 

Table 4.8). 

Table 4.8. Additional Financial Help 

Additional Financial Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
Help ( 0 4 0 )  Yo (n=SZ) YO YO 

ip - - 
Yes 75 48.1 26.9* 

No 25 51.8 26.8* 

* Significant percent difference 

The next issue was a follow-up to the previous question. If a church plant 

received additional support, they were asked to circle the range of support they received. 

According to the data, a significant difference shows up between the two groups of 

church plants at the $10,001 to $25,000 range and Over $100,000 range. Fast-growing 

church plants (35.5 percent) received between $10,001 to $25,000 in additional funding. 

By contrast only 8 percent of struggling church plants received this amount a merence 

of 27.5 percent. This trend was almost the reverse for the Over $100,000 range. Only 6.6 

percent of fast-growing church plants received over $100,000 in additional funding. By 

contrast, 32 percent of struggling church plants received over $100,000 in additional 

funding a difference of 25.4 percent. 

Another way of looking at this fhding is seen by combining the first two support 

ranges and the last two support ranges. Struggling church plants (48 percent) received 

$25,000 or less additional funding. Fast-growing church plants (68.8 percent) received 

$25,000 or less. A 20.8 percent difference existed between these two groups when 

combining these to support ranges. 
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When combining the last two support ranges, struggling church plants (56 

percent) received over $50,000 in additional support. By contrast only 17.7 percent of 

fast-growing church plants received over $50,000 in additional support. A combined 

difference of 38.8 percent exists between these two ranges. 

The significance of combining these two ranges reveals the disparity of funding 

offered to the two groups of church plants. Struggling church plants received a 

significantly higher amount of support than fast-growing church plants (see Table 4.9)- 

Table 4.9. Amount of Additional Financial Support 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=45) % (n=25) % Y O  

Additional Support 
-~ ~ ~ - 

$1,000 to $10,000 33.3 40 6.7 

$10,001 to $25,000 35.5 8 27.5* 

$25,001 to $50,000 13.3 0 13.3 

$50,001 to $100,000 11.1 24 12.9 

Over $1 00,000 6.6 32 25.4* 

* Significant percent difference 

Of those church plants that received additional h d i n g ,  the next question asked 

about the time frame, in years, under which they received additional finances. The answer 

could range from 1 to 5 years. Two significant findings were revealed from this question. 

These differences are seen at the one and five year time frames. 

A majority of fast-growing church plants (60 percent) received their additional 

funding in the first year. By contrast, 38.4 percent of struggling church plants received 

their additional funding in one year, a difference of 21.6 percent. 
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Only 2.2 percent of fast-growing church plants received funding for five years. By 

contrast 23 percent of struggling church plants received funding for five years, a 

difference of 2 1.8 percent. 

As with the previous question, the significance of this finding is amplified when 

combining and contrasting these five years. A significant number of fast-growing church 

plants (60 percent) received their additional funding the first year. When combining the 

remaining years, concerning struggling church plants, and contrasting them with the first 

year of fast-growing church plants one can see that an almost equal percentage of 

struggling church plants (61.6 percent) received additional funding beyond one year (see 

Table 4.10). 

Table 4.10. Years of Additional Financial Support 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=4% YO (n=25) Yo YO 

Years of Support 

One year 60 38.4 21.6* 

Two Years 24.4 15.3 9.1 

Three Years 13.3 23 9 

Four Years 0 0 0 

Five Years 2.2 23 21.8* 

* Significant percent difference 

The final financial question dealt with personal involvement in fund-raising. The 

planters were asked if they had to raise any additional h d s  beyond what was already 

being offered by the sponsoring agency. Fast-growing church planters (63.3 percent) 

indicated they were personally involved in raising additional funds beyond what the 
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sponsoring agency provided. Struggling church planters (36.6 percent) indicated they 

involved in raising additional support a difference of 40.3 percent. A significantly higher 

percent of planters leading fast-growing church plants were personally involved in raising 

additional financial support on their own (see Table 4.1 1). 

Table 4.11. Raised Additional Funding 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference Raised Support 
Personally @-do) YO (n=52) YO 

Yes 63.3 23 40.3" 

NO 36.6 76.9 40.3* 

* Significant percent difference 

Conceptual Freedom 

All church planters were asked to answer six questions using a Likert scale 

numbered from I to 5 (1 represented little fieedom and 5 represented high fieedom) to 

rate the fi-eedom experienced while planting their churches. The mean score was 

calculated, and a t-test was run on each category. Any p-value equal to or less than -05 is 

considered significant. 

Three significant differences were revealed in this section of the questionnaire: 

freedom in the development of the vision, deciding on the target audience, and 

determining how to spend funds. 

Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 4.88 and struggling church 

planters scored a mean of 4.65 when asked how much freedom they had in forming the 

vision for the church plant. The t-test revealed a significant p-value of .004. Fast-growing 
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church planters indicated they experienced greater freedom in forming the vision for the 

church plant. 

Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 4.95 and struggling church 

planters scored a mean of 4.57 when asked if they had the freedom to choose the target 

audience. A t-test revealed a p-value of .001 indicating a significant difference between 

the two groups of church plants. Fast-growing church planters indicated they experienced 

greater freedom to choose their target audience. 

Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 4.81 and struggling church 

planters scored a mean of 4.34 when asked ifthey had the freedom to spend the funds of 

church plant as they deemed necessary. A t-test revealed a p-value of .OOO indicating a 

significant difference between the two groups of church plants. Fast-growing church 

planters indicated they experienced greater freedom to choose how the funds of the 

church plant were spent (see Table 4.12). 

Table 4.12. Conceptual Freedom 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants 

Freedoms M SD M SD p5.05 

( n 4 O )  (n=52) 

Vision 4.88 .45 4.65 -68 .OM* 

Worship style 4.96 -25 4.84 .53 .144 

Support staff 4.78 .58 4.5 .so .382 

.72 4.42 .so .076 4.68 

4.95 

4.81 

Placement of 
church 
Target 

audience 
Spending of 

funds 

.28 4.57 .75 .oo 1 * 

S O  4.34 .83 .ooo* 

* 5.05 
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Personal Support 

Each planter was asked to answer six questions using a Likert scale numbered 

fiom 1 to 5 (1 represented little support and 5 represented high support) to rate how much 

support they felt fiom their superiors, colleagues, denominational leaders, surrounding 

churches and sponsoring agency. 

Five significant differences were revealed in this section. Planters of fast-growing 

church plants experienced more personal support than those in struggling church plants. 

Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 3.40 and struggling church 

planters scored a mean of 2.46 when asked if they felt support from pastoral colleagues. 

A t-test revealed a p-value of .001 indicating a significant difference between the two 

goups of church plants. Fast-growing church planters indicated they experienced higher 

levels of support fiom pastoral colleagues. 

Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 2.85 and struggling church 

planters scored a mean of 2.15 when asked if they experienced support fiom surrounding 

churches. A t-test revealed a p-value of -002 indicating a significant difference between 

the two groups of church plants. Fast-growing church planters indicated they experienced 

higher levels of support from surrounding churches. 

Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 3.2 and struggling church planters 

scored a mean of 2.15 when asked if they had fellowship with other pastors. A t-test 

revealed a p-value of -000 indicating a significant difference between the two groups of 

church plants. Fast-growing church planters indicated they experienced more fellowship 

with other pastors. 
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Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 3.3 1 and struggling church 

planters scored a mean of 2.61 when asked if they had been celebrated in the 

denomination. A t-test revealed a p-value of .01 indicating a significant difference 

between the two groups of church plants. Fast-growhg church planters indicated their 

church plant was celebrated more often than struggling church plants. 

Fast-growing church planters scored a mean of 4.48  and struggling church 

planters scored a mean of 3.23 when asked if they experienced negativity from their 

sponsoring agency. A t-test revealed a p-value of .OOO indicating a significant difference 

between the two groups of church plants. Fast-growing church planters indicated they 

experienced less negativity fiom their sponsoring agency (see Table 4.13). 

Table 4.13. Personal Support 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants 
(n=3a) 

Support Received M SD M SD p z  .05 
P P - ___. 

3.41 1.48 3.65 1.34 .377 

3.40 1.56 2.46 1.40 .001* 

2.85 1.23 2.15 1.12 .002* 

Encouragement from 
superiors 

Support from pastoral 
colleagues 

Acceptance from 
surrounding churches 

pastors 
Denominational 

celebration 

sponsoring agency 

Fellowship with other 3.2 1.37 2.15 1.14 .ooo* 

Negativity from 4.48 1.03 3.23 1.51 .ooo* 

3.3 1 1.40 2.61 1.43 .010* 

* 5.05 

Within this section planters were also asked if they had prayer networks in place 

while they were planting their church. No significant difference was discerned between 
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the fast-growing and struggling church plants as it concerned the formation of a prayer 

network (see Table 4.14). 

Table 4.14. Prayer Network 

Training Received Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 

Yes 65 64.4 .6 

No 35 34.6 .4 

Training 

Within the realm of sponsoring agency support, the planters were asked if 

specific church-planting training was provided for them by their sponsors. No significant 

differences were revealed with this question (see Table 4.15). 

Table 4.15. Church-Planting Training 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) Yo (n=52) YO YO  

Training Received 

Yes 65 64.4 .6 

No 35 35.6 .4 

Church planters who received church-planting trahing were asked how much 

training they received. The possibilities ranged from one week to more than two weeks. 

Significant differences were revealed in all three elements of this question. Fast-gowing 

church planters indicated they received significantly more church-planting training than 

struggling church plants. A majority of struggling church plants (76.5 percent) received 

less than a week of training. Another 1 1.8 percent of struggling church plants received 
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one week of training. The h a 1  1 1.8 percent of struggling church plants received more 

than two weeks of training. 

By contrast, a majority of fast-growing church planters received more than two 

weeks of training. Another 28.2 percent of fast-growing church planters had at least one 

week of training. The final 25.6 percent of fast-growing church planters received less 

than a week of training. 

The significant difference, as it concerns training, is seen when combining the 

“one week” and “more than two weeks” categories of fast-growing church plants and 

contrasting them with the “less than a week” category under struggling church plants. A 

majority (74.4 percent) of fast-growing church plants received one or more weeks of 

training. An almost equal amount (76.5 percent) of struggling church plants received less 

than a week of training (see Table 4.1 6). 

Table 4.16. Amount of Training 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=39) YO (n=33) YO YO 

Amount of Training - 
Less than one week 25.6 76.5 50.9* 

One week 28.2 11.8 16.4* 

More than two weeks 46.2 11.8 34.4* 

* Significant percent difference 

Planters were also asked to rate the training. They could rate the training on as 

poor, fair, good, very good, and excellent. No significant discoveries were made through 

this question (see Table 4.17). 
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Table 4.17. Rating of Training 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 

Poor 5.9 2.6 3.3 

Fair 23.5 23.1 .4 

Good 47.1 38.5 8.6 

Very good 17.6 17.9 .3 

Excellent 5.9 17.9 12 

The fmd question asked in this section was about a church planting coach. Each 

planter was asked if a coach was provided by the sponsoring agency. No significant 

discoveries were made through this question (see Table 4.18). 

Table 4.18. Church Planting Coach Provided 

Planting Coach Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
Provided (n40) YO (n=52) YO Y O  

Yes 43.3 42.3 1 .o 

No 56.7 57.7 1 .o 

The sponsoring agency had significant impact on the church plant it supported. 

All four areas investigated revealed significant differences between fast-growing and 

struggling church plants. 

Sponsoring agencies that supported fast-growing church plants invested in a 111- 

time church planter with a salary package that lasted no longer than three years. The 

sponsoring agency also gave additional funding to fast-growing church plants beyond the 

salary. The sponsoring agency on average gave no more than $25,000 in the first year of 
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the fast-growing church plant and worked with planters who were strongly involved in 

raising funds beyond what they received from the sponsor. 

In addition, the sponsoring agency gave appropriate freedom to the planter in the 

areas of vision, choosing a target audience, and spending of funds. Likewise, planters 

involved in fast-growing church plants indicated they received greater emotional support 

fkom their sponsoring agency than leaders of struggling church plants. The data indicates 

that the personal support of a sponsoring agency had a significant impact on whether or 

not a church plant was fast growing or struggling. 

The amount of church-planting training offered by a sponsoring agency also had a 

significant impact of the growth of the church plant. Fast-growing church planters were 

provided much more training than were leaders of struggling church plants. 

How a sponsoring agency decided to support a church plant played a major role in 

the development of a fast-growing church plant. 

Research Question #3 

Which methodologies, if any, differentiate fast-growing church plants fiom 

struggling church plants? 

Methods 

Along with support, various methods were also tested by this study. Two specific 

areas of focus within the methods section of the questionnaire were group development 

and strategic development. Question #3 sought to discover if the use of the methods 

mentioned in the questionnaire had any impact on the growth of the church plant. 

Group development. One factor in question was the model of church plant used 

to start the church. The planter was asked if the church plant was a motherldaughter or 
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parachute church plant. A write-in space called “other” was also provided if either of 

these models did not fit the model of church plant. No significant differences existed 

between fast-growing and struggling church plants concerning the model of planting 

employed by the planter (see Table 4.19). 

Table 4.19. Model of Church Plant 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) YO (n=52) YO YO 

Model of Plant - - 
MotherDaughter 36.7 34.6 2.1 

Parachute drop 58.3 65.4 7.1 

Other 5 -0 0 5 

Planters were also asked if they were part of a team or if they were solo planters 

at the time of the public launch. This question revealed the most significant find of the 

study. A majority of fast-growing church plants (88.3 percent) had a church-planting 

team in place prior to public launch. By contrast only 1 1.5 percent of struggling church 

plants had a church-planting team in place prior to public launch, a difference of 76.8 

percent (see Table 4.20). 

Table 4.20. Team or Individual 

Difference Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants 
Team or individual (n=60) YO (n=52) 9’0 

Team 88.3 11.5 76.8* 

Individual 11.7 88.5 76.8* 

* Significant percent difference 
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Team church plants were asked how the team was chosen. Planters indicated 

whether they chose the team or whether the sponsoring agency chose the team. While a 

3 1.5 percent difference exists between fast-growing and struggling church plants, from 

this question, the sample of struggling church plants is too small to reveal a viable 

discovery. 

One significance gleaned fkom this data, although not contrasted or compared 

with struggling church plants, is the high percent of fast-growing church planters (98.1 

percent) that choose their own team (see Table 4.21). 

Table 4.21. Who Chose the Team 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants 
fn=53) Y o  h=6) YO Who Chose Team Difference 

YO 

Self 98.1 66.6 31.5* 

Agency 1.8 33.3 3 1.5* 

* Significant percent difference 

Church planters of both groups were also asked how many paid staff they had 

prior to public launch. Participants could indicate a possibility of 1 to 5 or more. As in the 

previous question, struggling church planters reaffirmed they were solo planters through 

this question. A majority of struggling church planters (92.3 percent) had no other paid 

staff prior to public launch. By contrast, when combing two through five or more, a total 

of 83.3 percent of fast-growing church planters had multiple paid staff prior to public 

launch. 
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While multiple paid staff were used by fast-growing church pfarits, 48.3 percent 

of fast-growing church planters indicated the optimum number of paid staff members 

employed by the plant prior to public launch was two (see Table 4.22). 

Table 4.22. How Many Paid Staff 

Fast-growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference Paid Staff 

One 16.7 92.3 75.6* 

Two 48.3 3.8 44.5* 

Three 16.7 3.8 12.9 

Four 10 10 

Five or more 8.3 8.3 

* Significant percent difference 

Another staffing issue researched dealt with volunteer staff used by the plant prior 

to public launch. The planters were asked how many volunteers they had on staff prior to 

public launch. The individual could answer fiom 0 to 5. 

Not only did the majority of solo planters have no paid staff, a significantly high 

percent of leaders involved in struggling church plants (73. I percent) indicated they had 

no volunteer s t e .  By contrast, a majority of fast-growing church planters (65 percent) 

used at least one or more volunteer staff (see Table 4.23). 



Table 4.23. How Many Volunteer Staff 

Voiunteer Staff 

75.6* 35 73.1 Zero 

One 

Two 

15 

13.3 

11.5 

3.8 

3.5 

9.5 

Three 10.1 10.1 

Four 8.3 3.8 4.5 

18.3 7.7 10.6 Five or More 

* Significant percent difference 

The next question dealt with the number of individuals the planter was able to 

secure as part of the core group prior to the day of public launch. Five possible answers 

were offered. Two major differences were revealed. 

A majority of struggling church plants (69.2 percent) had twentyfive individuals 

or less in their core group prior to public launch. The second highest percentage (1 9.2 

percent) for struggling church plants was in the twenty-six to fifiy range. By contrast, 

only 20 percent of fast-growing church plants had less than twenty-five in their core 

group and 55 percent had between twenty-six to fifty in their core group. The fast- 

growing church plants had far more individuals involved in their core groups prior to 

launch than did struggling plants. Among fast-growing church plants, the optimum 

number of individuals involved in the core group was twenty-six to fifty (see Table 4.24). 
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Table 4.24. How Many in Core Group 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) YO (n=52) Yo Y O  

Core Group Size 

1 to 25 20 69.2 49.2* 

26 to 50 55 19.2 35.V 

51 to 75 8.3 11.5 3.2 

76 to 100 10 IO 

Over 100 6.7 6.7 

* Significant percent difference 

The next question also dealt with the core group. Each planter was asked what 

percentage of the core group would have been considered seed families from other 

churches. Two significant differences were revealed. 

A majority of struggling church plants (61.5 percent) had no seed families 

involved in their core group. Of fast-growing church plants, only 35 percent indicated 

they had no seed families; a difference of 26.5 percent. Statistically, the largest group for 

both fast-growing and struggling church plants was zero. However, if the numbers are 

combined, a total of 65 percent of fast-growing church plants indicated they had seed 

families in their core group. A significantly fewer number of the struggling church plants 

(38.1 percent) had seed families in their core group; a 26.9 percent difference (see Table 

4.25). 
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Table 4.25. Percentage of the Core Group as Seed Families 

6 1.5% 26.5* 35% Zero 

28.3% 7.6% 20.7* 

6 26 to 50 1.6% 7.6% 

51 to 75 1.6% 3 3% 2.2 

76 to 100 33.2% 19.1% 14.1 
* Significant percent difference 

Another element of developing the group was how the church plant built the core 

group. Each planter was asked about the strategy used to build the core. The possibilities 

could have been preview services, small groups, or a combination of both. 

The data indicates that a majority of struggling church plants (46.2 percent) used 

small groups as the main avenue for building the core group. A higher percentage of 

struggling church plants (1 6.9 percent) used preview services as a primary means for 

building the core group. A majority of fast-growing church plants (55 percent) used a 

combination of both small goups and preview services to build their core group. Both of 

these findings are significant (see Table 4.26). 

Table 4.26. How Core Group Was Built 

Preview Services 10 26.9 16.9* 

46.2 11.2 Small Group 35 

55 26.9 28.1 * 
Both 

* Significant percent difference 
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Church plants using preview services as either an exclusive way of building their 

core group or as part of a combination were asked how many preview services they held 

prior to public launch. 

Fast-growing church plants held far more preview services than did stnr 

church plants. A majority of struggling church plants (52.9 percent) used only three 

preview services to build a core group prior to public launch. Only 23.1 percent of fast- 

growing church plants used three preview services a difference of29.8 percent. 

The largest single group of fast-growing church plants (46.2 percent) used five or 

more preview services to build their core group. Only 25.7 percent of struggling church 

plants used this amount of preview services, a difference of 20.5 percent. 

Struggling church plants, as a whole, used significantly fewer preview services to 

build their core group than did fast-growing church plants. By combining the data 

provided, fast-growing church plants (71.3 percent) used four or more preview services 

while struggling church plants (67.2 percent) used three or fewer (see Table 4.27). 

Table 4.27. How Many Preview Services Held 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
Number of Previews 

One 14.3 14.3 

Two 

Three 

Four 

5.6 5.6 

23.1 

25.1 

52.9 

7. I 

29.8* 

18* 

46.2 25.7 20.5* 
Five or more 

* Significant percent difference 
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The final question asked under the group development section asked abut  the 

~ ~ u n h ~  of People Who attended the first public service. The participants could answer by 

circling one of five possible group sizes. 

The data revealed three significant differences. The majority of struaing church 

plants (65.4 percent) had fifty or fewer attendees come to the public launch of the church. 

By contrast, only 10 percent of fast-growing churches had fifty or fewer attendees, a 

difference of 55.4 percent. The next discovery was in the 101 to 150 range. Struggling 

church plants (7.7 percent) had between 101 to 150 attendees come to the public launch 

of the church. By contrast, 28.3 percent of fast-growing churches had 101 to 150 

attendees a difference of 20.6 percent. Finally, struggling church plants (0 percent) had 

over 250 attendees come to the public launch of the church. By contrast, 18.3 percent of 

fast-growing churches had over 250 attendees, a difference of 18.3 percent. 

As before, when combining the data, to get a big picture of the significant 

attendance differences between fast-growing and struggling church plan&. A total of 80.8 

percent of struggling church plants had one hundred or less individuals attend the first 

public senice. By contrast, 75 percent of faSt-grOWhg church Plants had Over One 

hundred attendees present at the first service (see Table 4-28). 
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Table 4.28. Number of Individuals Who Attended the First Public Service 

Fast-growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) YO (n=52) % Y O  

Number of Attendees 
P 

1 to 50 10 65.4 55.4* 

51 to 100 15 15.4 .4 

101 to 150 28.3 7.7 20.6* 

151 to 200 20 20 

20 1 to 250 8.3 11.5 3.2 

Over 250 18.3 18.3* 

* Significant percent difference 

Strategic development. The second area studied under the methods section of the 

questionnaire was strategic development. Each respondent was asked to answer a series 

of six questions. 

Church planters were asked to circle the ministries they had in place at the time of 

public launch. A total of eight possibilities were listed with an additional possibility listed 

as other. 

A significant difference is seen between fast-growing and struggling church plants 

as it concerned the use of both children and teen ministries. A total of 96.7 percent of fast 

growing church plants had a children’s ministry, and 48.3 percent had a teen ministry in 

place at the time of public launch. Only 42.3 percent of struggling church plants had a 

children’s ministry (55.4 percent difference) and 15.4 percent had a teen ministxy in place 

at the time of public launch (32.9 percent difference). More fast-growing church plants 

had a children’s ministry in place at the time of public launch. In fact, the majority of 
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struggling church plants offered nothing more than a worship service to attendees at the 

time of public launch (see Table 4.29). 

Table 4.29. Ministries Used at Time of Public Launch 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference Ministries 
(n=52) % Y0 

Worship 98.3 100 1.7 

Children 96.7 42.3 54.4% 

Teen 48.3 15.4 32.9* 

Singles 

Men 13.3 7.7 5.6 

Women 15 7.7 7.3 

Senior 3.3 7.7 4.4 

Small Groups 40 34.6 5 -4 

Other 3.3 7.7 4.4 

* Significant percent difference 

One significance not as obvious through Table 4.29 was the total number of 

ministries in place at the time of public launch of both groups. After compiling the 

previous data, the total number of ministries each church plant had in place at the time of 

public launch was counted. 

According to the data, fast-growing church plants offered more ministry 

opportunities to attendees at the time of public launch than did struggling church plants. 

The vast majority of fast-growing church plants (91.7 percent) offered three or more 

ministry services. By contrast the majority of struggling church plants (63.5 percent) 

offered two or fewer (see Table 4.30). 
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Table 4.30. Total Number of Ministries in Place 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants 
(n=60) YO (n=52) YO Number of Ministries Difference 

Y O  

One 25 25* 

Two 8.3 38.5 30* 

Three 58.3 23.1 33.2* 

Four 18.3 3.8 14.5 

Five or More 13.3 9.6 3.7 

* Significant percent difference 

Participating church plants were also asked what style of worship was used for the 

church. Five possibilities were offered with an additional space for an “other” response. 

Fast-growing church plants (75 percent) used a contemporary style of worship. 

Struggling church plants, on the other hand, used less contemporary worship (42.3 

percent) and more traditional (19.2 percent) and blended styles (34.6 percent). While the 

use of a contemporary worship style was the significant stylistic difference used among 

struggling church plants, greater diversity among this group was evident (see Table 4.3 I). 

Table 4.31. Style of Worship 

Liturgical 

Traditional 1.7 19.2 17.5’ 

Contemporary 75 42.3 32.7* 

Blended 15 34.6 19.6* 

Postmodern 5 3.8 1.2 

Other 3.3 3.3 
* Significant percent difference 
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The type of facility used by the church plant was addressed in the next question. 

A total of seven choices were offered with an additiond space provided for an “other” 

response. No significant differences were made through this question (see Table 4.32). 

Table 4.32. Facility Used 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference Facility Type 

School 41.7 34.6 7.1 

Theater 5 5 

Hotel 

Community center 

5 

13.3 

3.8 

11.5 

1.2 

1.8 

Home 1.7 1.7 

Store Front 18.3 15.4 2.9 

Church 5 15.4 10.4 

Other 10 19.2 9.2 

On the issue of facility, church planters were asked if the place where weekly 

worship services were held was a place of permanent residency or if they had to set up 

the facility every week. No significant differences were made through this question (see 

Table 4.33). 

Table 4.33. Facility Permanence 

Permanent resident 13.3 26.9 13.6 

73.1 13.6 Set-up required weekly 86.7 
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One of the criteria separating fast-growing from struggling church plants was the 

ability to become self-supporting. The teaching of financial stewardship was tested to 

determine if it was a factor in church plants becoming fast-growing. Church planters were 

asked if financial stewardship was taught to the congregation within the first six months 

of public launch. A significantly higher percent of fast-growing church plants (18.2 

percent) taught financial stewardship within the first six months of public launch (see 

Table 4.34). 

Table 4.34. Teaching of Financial Stewardship 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=60) YO (n=52) YO YO 

Taught Stewardship 

Yes 56.7 38.5 18.2* 

No 43.3 61.5 18.2* 

* Significant percent difference 

Another issue concerning the use of finances had to do with the issue of tithing to 

ministry outside the walls of the local church plant. Each planter was asked to share the 

percentage of the monthly budget the church plant put toward outreach and evangelism. 

A significantly higher number of fast-growing church plants (80 percent) gave 10 

percent or more toward outreach and evangelism than did struggling church plants (41.3 

percent) a 38.7 percent difference. Only 3.3 percent of fast-growing church plants gave 4 

percent or less toward missions and outreach, A much higher number of struggling 

church plants (43.3 percent) indicated they gave 4 percent or less to missions and 

outreach a 40 percent difference (see Table 4.35). 
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Table 4.35. Percentage of Monthly Income Used for Outreach and Evangelism 

Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference Percentage 

3.3 43.3 40* 0 to 4 

16.7 15.4 1.3 5 to 9 

10 and above 80 41.3 38.7* 
* Significant percent difference 

Personal Responses 

The final question asked participating church planters was directed toward their 

personal opinions. They were asked to share the factors they believed were necessary for 

a church plant to grow rapidly. While the answers varied greatly, I was able to group 

them into several categories: leadership, programming, spiritual integtitY, resilience and a 

passion for the lost. These categories were titled according to catch words, phrases, or 

ideas shared by the planters. For instance, as planters shared their personal opinions, their 

statements were categorized by the language used to describe the factors they believed 

were essential for the development of a fast-growing church plant. 

Of those who filled out and returned the questionnaire, fifteen of the leaders 

involved in fast-growing church plants, and seven led struggling church plants responded 

with a personal opinion. The five areas were mentioned in some way by almost every 

planter whether from fast-growing or struggling church plants; however, two discoveries 

emerged. 

Planters involved in struggling church pIants (78.3 percent) spoke much more 

about good programming as an important factor, and none mentioned the need to be 

resilient. Only 25.7 percent of those leading fast-growing church plants mentioned the 
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need for good programming, and 54.7 percent mentioned the need to be resilient (see 

Table 4.36). 

Table 4.36. Planters’ Personal Responses 

Categories Fast-Growing Plants Struggling Plants Difference 
(n=15) Yo (n=7) YO YO  

P 

Leadership 100 100 0 

hogramming 25.7 78.3 52.6* 

Spiritual Integrity 92.1 98.3 6.2 

Resilience 54.7 54.7* 

Passion for Lost 100 100 0 

* Significant percent difference 

Research question #3 sought to understand the methodologies used by fast- 

growing and struggling church plants and discover whether any differences existed in the 

methods each group used. The data indicated several significant differences. 

Fast-growing church plants had a church-planting team at a much higher rate than 

struggling church plants. Fast-growing church plants were led by an optimum number of 

two paid staff and involved volunteer staff as well. Struggling church plants, by and 

large, were being led by a solo planter who had no other paid staff and little to no 

volunteer staff. 

Fast-growing church plants also had a larger core group in place than did 

struggling church plants. A greater involvement of seed families, in the core group, also 

existed with fast-growing church plants. Struggling church plants had very little 

involvement fkom seed families in the core group. 



Gray 96 

To build this core group, fast-growing church plants utilized a combination of 

preview services and small groups and used more preview services. Struggling church 

plants tended to choose one method over the other and used far fewer preview services 

than did fast-growing church plants The primary way struggling churches grew the core 

groups was through the use of small groups. 

Fast-growing church plants also had a much greater attendance at the launch of 

the public church service. Struggling church plants tended to launch with fifty or fewer 

attendees. Fast-growing church plants launched with over one hundred attendees, 

Finally, fast-growing church plants had more ministries in place at the time of 

public launch, used a contemporary worship style, taught the concept of financial 

stewardship within the first six months of public launch, and gave 10 percent or more 

towards outreach and missions. Struggling church plants had one primary service in place 

at the time of public worship, an adult worship service. Struggling church plants also 

tended not to teach financial stewardship within the frst six months and gave 4 percent or 

less towards outreach and missions. 

Summary of Major Findings 

While both fast-growing and struggling church plants had varying degrees of each 

factor studied by the research, only those factors that stood out as significant were 

considered as differentiating factors. These factors should be viewed as a whole and not 

individual issues. The following combination of factors separated fast-growing church 

plants fiom struggling church plants. 
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Ridley Score 

Planters leading fast-growing church plants revealed a higher Ridley Assessment 

Score than those leading struggling church plants (4.26 to 3.83). 

Finances 

Fast-growing church plants tended to have full-time planters rather than bi- 

vocational, receive salary support up to but not past three years, be given additional 

financial support from a sponsoring agency, receive between $1,000 to $25,000 extra 

over a one-year period and be personally involved in raising additional funding beyond 

what they sponsoring agency gave them. 

Conceptual Freedom 

Planters leading fast-growing church plants were given more freedom to cast their 

own vision, choose their own target audience, and have more freedom in the spending of 

finances. 

Personal Support 

Planters leading fast-growing church plants experienced significantly more 

support fkom colleagues, superiors, and surrounding churches. They also experienced less 

negativity from direct superiors and were more significantly celebrated throughout the 

denomination. 

Training 

Planters of fast-growing churches who were offered specific church-planting 

training received one to two weeks worth of training. By comparison, of large majority of 

those leading struggling church plants received less than one week. 
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Group Development 

Planters of fast-growing churches were a part of a church-planting team with 

multiple paid staff. Two paid staffwas a majority among these church plants and these 

planters utilized two or more volunteer staff as part of the church-planting team prior to 

public launch. 

Fast-growing church plants also had a larger number of individuals involved in 

the core group prior to launch with more seed families using both preview services and 

small groups to build the initial core group. Fast-growing church plants also had a larger 

number of individuals attend the first public service. 

Strategic Development 

Fast-growing church plants offered a contemporary style of worship with more 

ministry opportunities for the attendees. Fast-growing church plants also taught financial 

stewardship during the first six months fkom public launch and gave 10 percent or more 

of their monthly budget toward outreach and evangelism. 

Chapter 5 discusses the implications and applications of the findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This project was birthed out of the myriad questions that grew out of my heart 

after the church plant I started began to flounder within a few years from its birth. I was 

frustrated as I witnessed several church plants, started during the Same time period as 

mine, growing and thriving while mine was dying out. My interest grew to discover why 

some church plants took off quickly while others did not. Once I became the National 

Missions Director of the General Association of General Baptists and saw the amount of 

money the denomination invested in the development of new congregations over the last 

few years, my desire to understand the dynamics involved grew to an even greater 

degree. 

Chapter 2 discussed the literature that surrounds this issue. Conventional wisdom 

has played an enormous part in the planting of churches because relatively little research 

has been done on church planting. Conventional wisdom proclaims that two-thirds of all 

church planting attempts fail, so the need is great to discover what helps a church plant 

grow quickly and develop to a place af self-support. Instead of studying why church 

plants fail, this study focused on the factors involved in making an ordinary church plant, 

extraordinary. 

My hope was to discover a set of factors that would contribute to the fast growth 

of a church plant and, therefore, create a system to help denominational leaders and 

sponsoring agencies plant larger and healthier churches that can impact the communities 

they serve. A questionnaire was designed with a list of different factors involved in the 

life of every church plant and sent to 336 church plants. 
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These church plants had to be led by first-time church planters and set in cities of 

at least thirty thousand. Two categories of church plants were included in this study: fast 

growing and struggling. The fast-growing church plants were compared to the struggling 

church plants through the use of a researcher-designed questionnaire. 

Major Findings 

The results of this study revealed that significant differences did exist between 

fast-growing and struggling church plants. Three areas of particular interest were studied: 

The Ridley Assessment scores, sponsoring agent’s support, and methods used by a 

church plant prior to its public launch. While each factor showed up, to some degree in 

every church plant, whether fast-growing or struggling, twenty-one significant 

differences were recorded. 

Ridley Assessment Scores 

The success of a church plant has a lot to do with getting ‘?he right people on the 

bus” (Collins 13). That concept became more apparent when comparing the Ridley scores 

of those involved in the church plants surveyed. Planters leading fast-growing, dynamic 

church plants score higher on the Ridley Assessment. The average score of fast-growing, 

dynamic church-planting pastors was 4.26, while the scores for struggling chwch- 

planting pastors was 3.82. This fmding implies that a sponsoring agency wishing to plant 

a fast-growing, dynamic church plant should consider finding a planter that scores at a 

high level on the Ridley Assessment. 

A few of the planters &om within the struggling church plant group had a score of 

4.26 or more, but the average was much lower. Likewise, several planters of fast- 

growing, dynamic church plants scored lower than 4.26. While the Ridley score of a 
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planter is significant, that score is only one factor of many involved in this study. While a 

planter may have a high or low score on the assessment, he or she may still fail due to an 

absence of other factors. The assessment score is important but only as it relates to the 

bigger picture. 

Nevertheless, as I was compiling the data for this study the Ridiey score of a 

planter appeared to be a major issue. Planters need to be able to cast a vision and gather a 

group around them who are prepared to give fidl attention, sacrifice and loyalty to the 

planting of a church. The right person will be internally motivated to raise additional 

funds, build a larger core group, and lead his or her people to give to the vision of the 

church. The higher the score on the Ridley, the greater capacity he or she will have to do 

these things. Personally, I believe that the success or failure of any endeavor such as this 

hinges on getting strong leadership. A strong possibility exists that the different factors 

revealed through this study were significant because of the right leader. 

Sponsoring Agency Support 

Within the realm of support, four areas were investigated: finances, conceptual 

freedom, personal support, and training. Significant discoveries were found in each area 

of sponsoring agency support. The support offered by a sponsoring agency had a great 

impact on the church plants involved in this study. 

Finances. Financial support of a church plant is a must. Church plmthg is 

expensive and requires a proper balance of funding from the sponsoring agency and the 

personal input from the planter. A delicate balance exists between giving a planter too 

much or too little fmancial support. 
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The fact that the majority of fast-growing church planters were full-time did not 

really surprise me. A person’s ability to focus fully on the task at hand will lead to greater 

success. Being worried about earning a living, their attention is split and they will have 

less ability to maintain an intense focus on the church plant. Planters’ focus is absolutely 

vital during the early years of church plants. 

The data also indicates that a majority of full-time planters leading fast-growing 

church plants received salary support for only two years. Furthermore, of those who did 

receive support past the second year, less than 10 percent received salary support past the 

third year. Salary becomes increasingly significant when factoring in that nearly 80 

percent of the planters involved in struggling church plants received salary support for 

three to five years. This data would seem to imply that an extended period of support is 

detrimental to the development of the church plant. 

I think this finding implies that if a church planter is given too much suppo* it 

will cause him or her to relax and maybe even become a little lazy. If I know that my 

salary is set for the next five years, I do not have to work very hard at helping the church 

to grow, nor am I in a hurry to teach financial stewardship. A shorter period of financial 

support forces the planter to be aggressive in growing the church, raising additional 

funds, and teaching a proper, biblical understand of financial stewardship. 

Tied to this issue of salary support is the amount of additional support granted 

and the time fkame in which it was received. A higher percentage of those involved in 

fast-growing dynamic church plants received additional financial support past the bitid 

salary given. This finding was not a surprise it takes money to plant a church. I Was 



Gray 103 

however, very was surprised by the amount of additional support given as well as the 

time frame under which it was given. 

I have heard for years that a church plant needs an endless amount of money to 

get started. I fully expected to discover that fast-growing church plants received more 

financial support than struggling church plants. The data simply did not back up my 

theory. 

while a higher percentage of fast-growing dynamic church plants received 

additional funding, most received $25,000 or less within a one-year time frame. I would 

speculate that indicates these plants were given a start-up grant. By contrast, struggling 

church plants, which received additional funding, received far more financial support 

over a longer time fiame. A significant number of struggling church plants received at 

least $50,000 over a four or five-year period. 

I believe that giving too much money to a new church will cause it to form a 

mentality that ultimately becomes difficult to overcome. Some in the church may begin to 

believe the sponsoring agency that made the initial investment will also jump in and solve 

any financial problems they may have in the future, so they relax and have no sense of 

personal responsibility. I have seen this mentality occur several times among General 

Baptist church plants while I have served in my present position as National Missions 

Director. 

One final observation emerged from the data on finances. Planters of fast-growing 

dynamic church plants were far more involved in raising additional financial support 

beyond what their sponsoring agency gave them. I did not ask the planters who raised 

additional monies, to share the amount they raised. Discovering the actual amount of 
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additional money raised by the planter would be another great study. Once again, I think 

this finding may point back to the higher Ridley score of the planter implying the 

presence of a planter who has a strong sense of personal responsibility for the success of 

the plant further strengthening of the need to find the right person. The Ridley 

Assessment, assesses the individual’s ability to cast and impart a vision. 

Overall, planters involved in fast-growing, dynamic church plants worked as full- 

time church planters, with a salary package lasting no longer than two years. These 

planters were given an additional financial package of up to $25,000 over a one-year 

period and were far more personally involved in raising additional support beyond what 

they received from the sponsoring agency. 

Conceptual freedom. The freedom to make choices on the mission field is vital, 

in my opinion. The data indicated that in at least three areas addressed in this section 

significant differences emerged. 

The ability of the church planter to form and cast the vision for the church plant 

was a significant difference between fast-growhg and struggling church plants. This 

finding, I believe, reveals that the vision for a church plant must be birthed in the heart of 

the individual planting the church. A sponsoring entity that formed a vision and asked a 

planter, who is disconnected fiom the vision, to fulfill that vision leads to a greater 

likelihood that the church plant would struggle, implying it is tougher for a Sponsoring 

agency to cast a vision than an individual. While this may not be the case in every 

instance, the data does reveal a greater likelihood for a church plant to become a fast- 

growing plant if the vision comes ftom the individual planting the church. 



Out of the vision factor flows the issue of a target audience. Naturally, the target 

audience chosen for a church plant should flow from the vision being cast, so I u-as not 

surprised to see that the freedom to choose this target audience was also another 

significant factor. Fast-growing church plants had far more freedom to choose the 

audience they would target for the plant. Planters of fast-growing, dynamic church plants 

were also given more freedom to spend their funding in a way they saw fit. 

Overall, less control and/or management from the sponsoring agency was exerted 

over fast-growing, dynamic church plants. The data indicated that sponsoring agencies 

need to give proper fi-eedom. Those church plants that were a part of the Struggling group 

tended to have more constraints and control placed on them. Leaving the conceptual 

fieedom to the church planter will create a higher probability of planting a fast-growing, 

dynamic church because it produces a greater personal ownership. 

A few years prior to taking my present position, the National and the International 

Missions departments of the General Association of General Baptists envisioned a church 

plant in El Paso, Texas, that would serve as an anchor for the future development of 

Mexico. After forming the vision and deciding whom the church would reach, a pastor 

was invited to become the planter for the church. My first year in office, afier a total 

investment of over $250,000, the church plant closed. Allowing planters the appropriate 

fieedorn to respond to the vision God birthed in their hearts will create a greater 

possibility for fast-growing church plants. 

Personal support. The support planters receive while planting a new church is 

another crucial element. Pastoring a church of any size is difficult and lonely at times. 

Planting a church simply adds to the pressure. Unfortunately today most pastors view a 



church plant as a competitor and instead of a teammate. The competitive spirit among 

local pastors adds another pressure point to the planter and family. I was interested in 

discovering how much impact a sense of personal support had on the planter/plant Seven 

questions were asked in this section. The answers given to five of the six questions 

revealed a significant difference between fast-growing and struggling church plants, 

concerning personal support. 

PlmterS Offmt-kFWk dynamic church plants felt significantly more support 

Pastoral ColleWes, acceptance fiom surrounding churches, had more fellowship 

with Other PWtOS, were celebrated more widely in the deno&&ion, and experienced 

less negativity from their sponsoring agency. Some church planters are viewed as rebels 

or loners, which may add to the problem itself, yet the discoveries of this section revealed 

the importance of the emotional health of an individual planting a church. 

Church planters need to have adequate emotional support. The implications of this 

discovery reveal that the emotional health of the planter will have an effect on the 

emotional health of the entire fledgling congregation. If the planter is depressed, 

frustrated, feeling a lack of support and encouragement, then the church plant will suffer. 

Conversely, a strong sense of support fiom colleagues, churches, and sponsoring entities 

will prove beneficial for the planter as well as the plant. 

Training. The final issue addressed under the heading of “Sponsorkg Agency 

suppofiy’ was that of k w g .  I would have expected a higher percentage of fast-i?oWh%, 

dynamic church planters to have received specific church-planthg training than those 

involved in struggling church plants. TO my surprise, both € P U P S  varied by less than 1 

percent. 



The difference between fat-@OWhg and struggling church plants was Rv&ed 

through questioning the al'lmUnt Of training received. Fe-grotlling, d p m i c  church 

Planters received one Or more Weeks of training designed to prepare fiem for church 

planting. BY Cont.rast Planters involved in struggling church plants indicated they had 

received less than one week of training. In fact, the difference was very large- 

The implication of this discovery is huge. Most chuch-plmting %- are 

designed around a two to three-day event. This study implies that M e r  development is 

needed to extend the trainbg of individuals in order to prepare them for the specialized 

field of church planting. Whether that training comes all at once or is broken into smaller 

pieces may be inconsequential. Further research should be done to come to a fuller 

understanding of the training process. 

Methods 

I was very curious about the methods fast-growing church planters used to plant 

the churches. While the list of methodologies did not include every method a church 

plant might use, many of the basics were covered. As in the previous section, every factor 

investigated was found, to some degree, within fast-groag and strug&% church 

plants, yet some major sigmf?cant differences between the groups emerged. 

Group development. The way a church plant developed its G O U P  had a major 

impact on its growth. My intent was to understand the dynamics at Work in the WlY 

stages ofthe church plant as it concerned a core grOUp. The most significant find revealed 

in this study was exposed in this section. 

m e n  asked to indicate whether a church plant Was w e d  by a * e a  Or an 

indiedual planter, 88.3 percent of fast-grOWhg, dynamic dlurch Planters indicated that 



they started with a team. BY contrast, 88.5 percent of planter; leading struggling church 

plants indicated they started the church on their own. The chasm beh.veen these two 

groups could not be much wider. 

The data revealed that planters of struggling churches were very isolated. As 

mentioned earlier, they experienced significantly less support from colleagues, 

surrounding churches, and their sponsoring agencies. To exacerbate the problem, these 

pastors were solo planters who had little to no help at all. The vast majority of these 

planters were the only paid staff member and did not have any volunteer staff helping, 

either. 

The implications of this finding are enormous. When coupled with the personal 

support factors mentioned earlier, this finding adds strength to the notion that a strong 

support network increases the health of the church plant. Planters of struggling church 

plants were left to build a church by their own wits and resources, find their own avenues 

for healthy supporting relationships, and shoulder the majority of the work. By contrast, a 

planter of a fast-growing church plant had a team. That team provided a "built-in" 

relational network of individuals who shared the load for the development of the church. 

Individual planters are, in many ways, asked to be and do everything. The push over the 

last few years in the church, as a whole, is toward gifted-based ministry. No planter has 

ALL the gifts and graces needed to start a new church. Teamwork makes easy work. 

Another significant factor is seen in the few struggling church plana that had a 

team. Over one-third of them had a team chosen for them. While, having good, strong, 

and competent individuals on a team is a good idea, struggling church plants had less 
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control over the dynamics that played out in every team situation. Allowing a lead pastor 

to form his or her own team would be best. 

The development of a core group was also a vital part of fast-growing church 

plants. I have always believed that planters need at least forty adults in their core groups 

before going public. This study reinforced that belief. Fast-growing church plants 

reported a significantly higher number of adults in their core groups than struggling 

church plants. 

If a church plant wishes to launch with a large number of individuals, it will need 

ushers, greeters, nursery workers, teen and children leaders, musicians, and a large group 

to help set up and tear down. The fewer individuals in the core group the fewer ministries 

a church plant can offer to the attendees of the public launch. As I revealed, fast-growing 

church plants had at lest three basic ministries in place: adult worship, children, and teen 

ministries. A small core group will tire very quickly if other workers are not raised up 

quickly. 

I believe that a small core group is also detrimental to the rapid growth of the 

church because it may create a sense, to those involved in the core, that the church Will 

have more of a small, family-oriented atmosphere. I believe it also tends to limit the word 

of mouth excitement so necessary to the growth of the church. 

Church plants with a smaller core group also tended to launch with a much 

smaller group. In essence they became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Critical mass is so vital 

to rapid growth. A simple group dynamic is: groups ath-act groups. 

The way a core group was formed by fast-growing church plants was also a little 

surprising. I relied completely upon preview services to build a core group. Fast-growing 
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church plants not only used preview services but also small groups to build their core 

group. 

Another interesting discovery had to do with the number of preview services 

used. A preview service was to be done once a month for three to four months. I was 

taught, by the purpose driven model, that I should have at least three preview services but 

no more than four to build the core and to follow these services up with a ‘‘comeback‘‘ 

event that would be used to build relationships. Interestingly enough, many of the church 

plants in the fast-growing group used five or more on a biweekly basis. My belief is that 

frequency is needed to keep momentum. When a church is trying to reach totally 

unchurched or dechurched individuals who are not used to coming to church, a month 

may be too long. The seeker being targeted may not be ready to attend on a weekly basis, 

but a month between services may cause them to lose interest. 

The final factor investigated in the group development section was focused on the 

amount of people who attended the first public service, known as the launch. I was not 

really surprised to discover that fast-growing church plants launched with a larger 

number of attendees at the first public service. I was, however, surprised by the fact that 

many fast-growing church plants had only one hundred to two hundred come to the first 

service. I expected a much higher number. 

The attendance of the second Sunday, in most church plants, ends up being half of 

the initial launch day. I fully expected a majority of fast-growing churches to indicate 

they had an initial launch of over 250. The size of attendance at the initial launch day, 

while a significant difference between groups, may not be as important as I anticipated. It 
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does indicate that something more was going on than just sheer numbers and critical 

mass. 

Strategic development. Developing a strong strategy for ministry is another vital 

factor for a church plant. Six questions were asked of participating church planters 

dealing with ministries in place, style of worship, facility used, stewardship teaching, and 

the amount of money committed towards missions and outreach. 

As mentioned earlier, fast-growing churches offered more ministry choices at the 

first service. Struggling church plants mostly offered only an adult worship service. Two 

things I wish to say about ministry choices. I was led to believe I needed to focus 

primarily on the adult worship service. Wanen writes, “When I started Saddleback 

Church, all we offered for the first year was a worship service and a limited children’s 

church program. We didn’t attempt to be a full service church” (Purr, ose Driven Church 

90). Although he tells others not to do what he did, arguing with his success, and the 

authority it has given him would be hard. I believe Rick‘s statement, and others like it, 

helped perpetuate the idea that all a new church needs is an adult worship service for the 

first year. 

The data actually showed the very opposite. Struggling churches tried not to be 

111 service churches; fast-growing churches were far more family fkiendly. In a culture 

where Americans are offered multiple choices, a new church plant will need to offer as 

many contact point as is possible. 

Secondly, parents today are bringing their children to church to get them some 

form of moral education. The church that is able to offer a quality service to these young 

families and their children will have a greater potential to retain them. As a parent, I 



would fit into that idea. I love to go to church, but my children need to 

If I have the choice between two churches, I will choose the one that offers some& 

my children. I believe a parents decision to choose a church is part of what is at WO 

with this discovery. 

The next two questions on the questionnaire dealt with the financial heat 

church plant. I was curious whether planters taught on tithing in the first six mo 

the church plant or if it was a subject they avoided. I have heard both sides of the 

argument. Some say church planters should not push seekers to give because they believe 

the church is all about money in the first place. Others say that even seekers understand 

that church costs money. The data actually showed that a significantly higher percentage 

of fast-growing church plants taught on financial stewardship within the first six months. 

I am convinced that the planters’ commitment to teach on stewardship in the first six 

months is what led the plant to become self-supporting, but I also believe it helped their 

growth. Any way a person might look at the church, ministry is expensive. Quickly 

teaching attendees about the need to give will naturally accelerate a church’s ability to 

minister to their coI11ITlllfnitY. 

1 was also interested in how a church plant’s giving affected its growth. n e  data 

revealed that a church plant that focuses on the self or self-survival tends to lead to a 

higher probability of remaining a struggling church plant. The Scripture reminds the 

Church that God blesses obedience. Malachi 3: 10 says, “Bring the whole tithe into the 

storehouse, that there may be food in my house. ‘Test me in this,’ says the Lord 

Almighty, ‘and see if I will not open up the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much 

blessing that you will not be able to contain it.’” Tithing from the blessing God has given 
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has never been an option, according to God’s word. Church planting is a spiritual 

endeavor and a plant’s commitment to, or lack of commitment to tithe has a spiritual 

effect on the church. 

Tithing is important for a plant to implement within the very core of the church. A 

church that has an outward ministry focus will be less inclined to fall into a survival 

mode. A church plant which becomes overly concerned about survival will naturally 

reduce its focus on outreach and missions. While verbal ascent may be given to outreach, 

the budget given toward missions work tells more about priorities than verbal statements. 

Personal Responses 

The final question asked each planter focused on the planter’s personal opinion: 

“Based on your experience, what are the most critical factors that contribute to the fast or 

slow growth rate of a church plant?” The responses varied a great deal, but I was able to 

group the responses into five categories: leadership, programming, spiritual integrity, 

resilience, and passion for the lost. Below is a sample of responses: 

Clear call fiom God for the church plant leader, and a tenacious 
commitment to refuse to give up. 

We had strong male leaders from the outset. We also did several type 
events to keep us on the radar of the community which helped people to 
navigate their way to us. Also, the tenor of our church: being personable, 
being contagious over confrontive, focusing on present spiritual truth in a 
relevant way all added to OUT effectiveness. 

Focus on outreach visitation, outreach programs to draw the unchurched, 
e.g., need ministry such as sports, festival events etc. Have genuine love 
for people for Christ. 

Our upbeat, refreshing, positive spirit was most responsible for the growth 
we have received. 

I believe everything rises or falls on leadership! 
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I was relieved to hear many of the church planters talk about their struggles planting 

churches. Understanding that others struggle, should give a sense of hope to planters who 

are hurting. God often brings the most beautifid things to h i t ion  out of the most difficult 

struggles. 

Implications 

This research provides a good foundation for further study on the issue of fast- 

growing, dynamic church plants. Millions of dollars are spent each year across multiple 

denominations attempting to plant strong, stable, and healthy churches. Discovering a 

way to plant these churches with greater efficacy will not only benefit denominational 

families, it will also help to build the kingdom of God. Church planting is recognized as 

the most effective way of reaching new people for Christ. So, leaders must pay attention 

to how they plant these churches. A poor plant can have a strong negative effect on a 

community in the same way a good plant can have a positive impact. 

The strength of this study rests in the broad snapshot taken of both fast-growing, 

dynamic church plants and struggling church plants. Instead of trying to narrow the focus 

on one particular factor, I desired to look at multiple factors, in order o get a bird’s-eye 

view of the differences between these two groups of church plants. My hope was to 

discover a set of factors that would offer leaders a better understanding of how to plant 

fwt-growing church plants. 

As mentioned earlier, each of these factors was found within both groups to 

varying degrees. Some struggling church plants had several of these factors and yet failed 

to reach the fast-growing, dynamic mark set for this study. These findings reveal those 

factors that fast-growing church plants had at a higher rate than struggling church plants. 
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The implication is that a struggling church plant having all of these factors in 

place will have a higher probability of becoming a struggling plant. 

Generalizability 

Church plants from within five denominational families participated in this study. 

These denominations were chosen in order to provide a base of church plants from which 

to draw. The research did not focus on particular denominational polity, structures, 

strategies, or doctrine. Therefore, findings revealed in this study should have the ability to 

reach beyond the denominations involved. 

Limitations 

Church planting is a lot more complex than the few issues I have addressed in this 

research. This project did not take into account two major factors that are a part of every 

church plant: assimilation methods and marketing strategies. This study was also limited 

to the viewpoint of the planter and did not take into account the sponsoring agency’s 

perspective or the attendees’ perspective. 

One possible limitation to this study was my heavy reliance on the Southern 

Baptist Convention, s church plants. A good portion of the church plants involved in this 

study came from the Southern Baptist Convention and, therefore, the findings may, to a 

great deal, reflect this group. 

The method of distributing the questionnaire was also a weakness. This project 

included 368 church plants, and I received only 112 rehuns. This project was dependant 

upon the planter to accept, fill out, and return the questionnaire in a timely fashion. A 

larger number of participants would have added greater value to the study. 
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Another limitation was the subjective nature of the planters’ feelings about 

freedom and support. Surveying the sponsoring agency with the same scale used in the 

questionnaire church planters filled out, to see if they were comparative would be an 

interesting study. 

Suggestions 

This study gave insight into factors involved in fast-growing, dynamic church 

plants, but further research is needed: 

1. Even though the research offered insight into the amount of financial support 

given to a church planter this research did not address the total amount of personal 

support raised by the planter. Nor did this study address the total amount of funding 

needed to operate each plant on a year-by-year basis, so a more complete picture is 

needed to understand how much money each planter utilized to operate a fast-growing, 

dynamic church compared to a struggling church plant. 

2. More research should be done on church-planting training. More specifically, 

research should be done on the type and form of training being offered to church planters. 

3. As suggested above, more research needs to be done on other factors involved 

in fast-growing, dynamic church plants: assimilation and marketing. 

4. More research needs to be done on the issue of how a church-planting team is 

constructed and the gift mixes needed to build a successful team. 

Reflections 

In Chapter 1 I shared my personal journey and struggles with a church-planting 

experience that failed to reach my expectations. Through this experience, I was plagued 

with thoughts of failure, incompetence, and frustration. I was unable to understand why 
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the church I was planting was not growing at the pace of other churches planted during 

the same time. The findings of this study helped me to understand at least a few ofthe 

reasons for the trouble I experienced. 

While I scored very high on the Ridley assessment and had complete control over 

the church plant and the direction it would take, I was given no formal training and had 

no support system set up to help my emotional health. My wife and I felt a great sense of 

isolation and negativity from the group we served. I was also working four jobs at a time 

to try and make ends meet for my family while working on the church plant. Not only 

was I exhausted, I was frustrated at the slow pace I was able to move in my church plant 

work. 

I did receive some additional funding from my sponsoring agency, but I was a 

solo planter who had only seventeen adults in my core group prior to my public launch. 

The day of launch, only sixty-five individuals showed up at the grand opening. I did not 

teach on financial stewardship within the first six months because I was told the issue 

would scare way those I was trying to reach. I also did not give above 4 percent toward 

mission and outreach. 

As I reflect on these factors, I am confident I have a much better understanding of 

the reason my plant did not grow rapidly. I am also fully convinced that if I ever had the 

opportunity to plant again, I would a have great chance of starting a fast-growing, 

dynamic church plant. 



APPENDIX A 

Letter to Denominational Leaders 

Dear Church-Planting Director, 

My name is Stephen Gray. I am the executive director of National Mission 
(Church-planting in the U. S.) for the General Baptist Denomination. I am currently 
enrolled in Asbury Theological Seminary working on my Doctor ofMinistry degree. 

I am in the process of working on my dissertation and focusing on the area of 
church-planting. I am seeking to understand why some church plants take off and grow at 
a rapid pace, while others do not. I feel passionate about this issue, and I am hoping to 
discover better ways to plant churches. I would like to invite you to participate in this 
study. If you are interested in more information or would like to be involved in this study, 
please contact me. Below is the purpose statement for this dissertation. 

“The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that differentiate fast- 
growing, dynamic church plants9om slower-growing, struggling church plunts and to 
reveal which factors led to a greater likelihood ofproducing a dynamic church plant. ’’ 

Stephen Gray 
Director of National Missions 
100 Stinson Dr. 
Poplar Bluff, Mo 63901 
573-785-7746 
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APPENDIX B 

Letter to Struggling Church Plants 

Dear Church Planter, 

I am inviting YOU to participate in an exciting study about church planting. you 

I am a church planter myself and very passionate about learning how to plant 
churches in more effective ways. Over the last eight years, I have been involved in eight 
different church plants around the United States. Some have met every expectation I 
could have imagined, and others have failed miserably. In every case, I have learned a 
little more about this important work. 

have been selected to participate in this study. 

I am now enrolled in a doctoral program, and my focus is, of course, church 
planting. I am seeking to understand what contributes to healthy church plants, With that 

issue in mind, I have designed a questionnaire to help me understand different aspects of 
your church-planting adventure. 

I realize you are busy, so I have designed th is questionnaire in a way that should 
take no more than 45 minutes to complete. If you agree to participate, I want to insure 
you that your questionnaire will be held in confidence. The only people to view your 

answers will be my statistician and myself. Once the information is compiled, every 

questionnaire will be destroyed. All findings will be made available to those who 

participate. 

If you participate, you will also be entered into a drawing for a $250 gift 

certificate from Stinson Press. Through this press, you will be able to purchase most 

popular Christian books, order personal business cards, or purchase various posters, 
banners or brochures for your church. 

Once fie attached questionnaire is completed, return it in the self-addressed, 

-ped envelope. Time is of the essence; please respond as Soon as YOU are able. 

Respectfully, 

Stephen Gray 
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APPENDIX C 

Letter to Fast-Growing, Dynamic Church Plants 

Dear Church Planter, 

I am inviting YOU to participate in an exciting study about fast-gowing church 
Plants. YOU have been selected to participate in this study because your church has 

reached an extraordinary growth rate, and I am eager to understand what makes YOU 

church stand out as an extraordinary church plant. 
I am a church planter myself and very passionate about learning how to plant 

churches in more effective ways. Over the last eight years, I have been involved in eight 
different church plants around the United States. Some have met every expectation I 
could have imagined, and others have failed miserably. In every case, I have learned a 
little more about this important work. 

I am now enrolled in a doctoral program, and my focus is, of course, church 
planting. I am seeking to understand what makes fast-growing church plants tick. With 

that issue in mind, I have designed a questionnaire to help me understand different 
aspects of your church-planting adventure. 

I realize you are busy, so I have designed this questionnaire in a way that should 

take no more than 45 minutes to complete. If you agree to participate, I want to insure 

you that your questionnaire will be held in confidence. The only people to view your 
answers will be my statistician and myself. Once the information is compiled, every 

questiomaire will be destroyed. All findings will be made available to those who 
participate. 

If you participate, you will also be entered into a drawing for a $250 gift 
certificate &om Stinson Press. ~hrough this press, YOU will be able to most 

popular Christian books, order personal business cards, or purchase Various Posters, 

banners or brochures for your church. 

s t a p e d  envelope. Time is of the essence; please respond as Soon as YOU are able. 

Once the attached questionnaire is completed, return it in the Self-addressed, 

Respectfully, 
Stephen Gray 
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APPENDIXD 

Church-Planting Questionnaire 

Please read each question carefully and answer it to the best of your ability. Please be as specific 
as you can on any follow-up questions. If you have any remarks not covered by a question write them 
beside the question your remark is addressing. Please make sure that the church-planting pastor fills out this 
questionnaire. All info will be keep confidential. 

Biographical Info 

Church Name: Date: 

1. Did you start the church? 
Yes 
No 

2. Have you started any other churches? 
0 Yes 

No 
3. What year was your public launch? 
4. How many currently attend your weekend services? 

0 If your average attendance is 200 or higher, how many months 
into the public launch did you reach 200? 

5. Is the church financially self-supporting? 
Yes 

0 No 
If yes, how many months after public launch did you achieve this? 

I. Sponsoring Agency Support 
(Denomination, Mother church, Association, District) 

Finances 

received. Circle the answer that best applies and answer any follow-up questions that apply. 
These questions were designed to help give clarity to the financial support the planter and plant 

6.  Did you start as a full-time church planter or bi-vocational? 
0 Full-time 

Bi-vocational 

0 Full 
Partial 

0 None 

7. Did you receive a salary by the sponsoring agent? 

Howmanyyears 1 2 3 4 5 
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8. Did the sponsoring agency provide finances for the purchase of property? 
Q Yes 

NO 

M a t  percentage of total property cost did they provide? 

9. Were you given any additional start-up money by the sponsoring agent? 
Yes 
No 

0 If yes, how much 
0 $1,000 - $10,000 

$10,001 - $25,000 
$25,001 - $50,000 

0 $50,001 - $100,000 
Over $100,000 

10. Did you have to raise any additional finances personally prior to public launch? 
Yes 

ConceDtual Freedom 

determjning the development of the church plant. Did the sponsoring agency have control or the 
planter/team? The answers range &om 1 to 5.  1 indicates sponsoring agency control and a 5 indicates 
church planter control. Please read the text under each set of numbers and circle the number that best 
applies. 

The next six questions were designed to discover the fkeedom each planter or team had in 

1 1. How much input did you have in creating the vision for the church? 
5 1 ------------- 2 -------------- 3 -------------- 4 ------------- 

Sponsoring agent control Shared Control Planter control 

12. How much input did you have in determining style of worship? 
5 1 ------------- 2 -------------- 3 -------------- 4 ------------- 

Sponsoring agent control Shared Control Planter control 

13. How much input did you have in hiring your own support staff? 
5 1 ---------- "--2 -------------- 3 -------------- 4 ------------- 

Sponsoring agent control Shared Control Planter control 

14. How much input did you have in determining where the church was planted? 
5 1 ------------- 2 -------------- 3 -------------- 4 ------------- 

Sponsoring agent control Shared Control Planter control 

15. How much input did you have in determining your target audience? 
5 1 __--_-_--I--- 2 -------------- 3 -------------- 4 ------------- 

Sponsoring agent control Shared Control Planter control 

16. How much input did you have in determining how the funding was spent? 
5 1 ------------- 2 -------------- 3 -------------- 4 ----------- -- 

Sponsoring agent control Shared Control Planter control 



Gray 123 

Personal Sutmort 

church plant. Each question has a range from 1 to 5. 1 indicates low levels of support and 5 indicates high 
levels of support. Please read the text under each set of numbers and circle the number that best applies. 

This section was designed to discover how much of a role emotional support played in the life of a 

High Negativiw Moderate Negativity Low Negativity 

23. Did you have a prayer network? 
Cl Yes 
Cl No 

Training 

understanding of the role proper training and assessment had on the growth of the church plant. Circle the 
answer that best applies and answer any follow-up questions that apply. 

This section of the questionnaire addresses the issue of training and assessment. Your answer will give 

24. Have you taken the Ridley Assessment? 
0 Yes 

No 
e If yes, would you be Willing to share your score? Score: 

25 I Was specific church-planting training provided for you? 
Yes 
NO 

If yes, how much? 
0 Less than a week 

1 week 
0 2 weeks or more 
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26. How would you rate your training? 
Poor 

c7 Fair 
Good 
VeryGood 

0 Excellent 
0 NIA 

27. Was a church-planting coach provided by the sponsoring agency? 
El Yes 
0 No 

11. Methods 
Grow Development 

Circle the answer that best applies and answer any follow-up questions that apply. 
This section addresses the development of the core group in the development of the church plant. 

28. Was th is a MotherDaughter or Parachute Drop church plant? 
0 MotherDaughter 
El Parachute Drop 
0 Other: Specify 

29. Did th is  church plant start with a church-planting team or with an individual church 
planter? 

0 Team 
0 Individual 

How many paid staff did you with? (including planter) 
How many volunteer staff did you with? 

30. How many were in your “core group” before public launch? 
El 1-25 
El 26-50 
El 51-75 
El 76-99 
0 Over 100 

3 1. What percentage of your core group were “seed” families from other churches? - 
32. Did you use a “Preview Service” or small group studies as your main avenue to build 

your core group? 
Cl Preview 
0 SmallGroup 
0 Both 

If YOU used preview services, how many did YOU 
have prior to public launch? 
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33. How many attended the public launch service? 
1-50 
51-100 
101-150 

0 151-200 
201-250 
Over250 

Strategic Development 

This final section was Ldsigned to discover the strate&,,s each church plant used to develop the 
church plant. Circle the answer that best applies and answer any follow-up questions that apply. 

34. Check the ministries you had in place at the public launch. 
17 Worship 
17 Children’s 

Teen’s 
0 Single’s 
El Men’s 
0 Women’s 
0 Senioradult 
El SmallGroups 
0 Other 

0 Liturgical 
Traditional 

17 Contemporary 
0 Blended 

Postmodern 
Other 

17 School 
Theater 

0 Hotel 
Community Center 

17 Home 
0 Storefiont 
0 Church 

Other 

35. Which style of worship did you use? 

36. What type of facility did you use? 

37. At the time of public launch was the place you worshipped a place of permanent 
residency or did you set up every week? 

0 Permanent 
0 Weekly Set-up 
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38. Did you teach financial stewardship in the first six months after public launch? 
0 Yes 
Cl No 

39. What percentage of your first year’s monthly budget was used for missions and 
outreach every month? 

0 Oto4% 
0 5to9% 
Cl 10%andabove 

40. Based on your experience, what are the most critical factors that contribute to the fast or slow 
growth-rate of a church plant? 

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this questionnaire. 

Once you have completed this questionnaire, please return it in the self-addressed 
stamped envelope provided as soon as possible. 
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APPENDIX E 

Dr. Charles Ridley’s Interviewer Guide 

Candidates for Church Planting 

1. Visionizing Capacity 

When was the last time you created an opportWnity out of an obstacle? How did 
you create that opportunity? 

What has been the most difficult personal obstacle you have overcome in your 
life? How did you manage to overcome that obstacle? 

Tell me about a vision that you pursued despite pessimism or objections fiom 
significant other people. What was the vision and how did you achieve it? 

2. Intrinsically Motivated 

What has given you the greatest feeling of accomplishment in your minis t ry? 
How was that effort initiated, and what obstacles did you overcome in carrying it 
out? 

Tell me about a distasteful assignment that you nevertheless had to complete? 
What was distasteful about this assignment? What degree of effort did you put 
forth? 

In reflecting upon your ministry, describe a situation where you put forth some of 
your strongest effort. Why was it so important for you to do well? 

3. Creates ownership of Ministry 

Tell me about someone you encouraged to move from nominal to active 
involvement in the church ministry. How did you get the person to move from off 
the sidelines? 

In what ways have you motivated your congregation to commit itself to growth 
goals? How did the congregation “pick up the ball and run” to achieve those 
goals? 

What successes have you had in getting people with different religious 
backgrounds to take ownership of a church ministry? 

4. Relates to the Unchurched 

In what ways do you typically associate with unchurched people? 
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How do you quickly develop rapport with unchurched people? 

Describe a time you broke through significant barriers erected by an unchurched 
person. 

5. Spousal Cooperation 

What convictions do you and your spouse share regarding your respective roles in 
ministry? How did the two of you arrive at these convictions? 

What discrepancies or disagreements do you and your spouse have regarding 
ministry? How do you cope with these discrepancies, and what efforts have you 
made to resolve them? 

How do you and your spouse use your gifts and talents to complement each other? 

How do you balance the demands of ministry with the needs of your family? 

6. Effectively Builds Relationships 

Tell me about the most recent close relationship that you invested in cultivating. 
What efforts did you make to achieve closeness? How did you overcome barriers 
such as distrust or fear of rejection? 

How wide is your circle of fiends? What percentage of these friendships did you 
take the initiative to develop? 

What has been your typical approach to relationship building? 

Describe a relationship that you developed in which the person was either initially 
adverse to you or very dissimilar from you. 

7. Committed to Church Growth 

Tell me about a situation in which you successfully applied your knowledge of 
church growth principles. 

Tell me about an unsuccessful application of church growth principles. What did 
you learn &om the experience, and how did you benefit from your learning in a 
later effort? 

What training have you provided for those people who were enthusiastic about 
church growth? 



8. 

9. 

Responsive to Community 

What methods and techniques have you employed to assess the needs of your 
community? 

In what ways have you shifted church growth priorities because of compelling 
needs of the local community that appeared more important? 

How have you used social outreach as a tool of church development? 

Utilizes Giftedness of Others 

Describe a dramatic example of someone you helped to recognize and use 
spiritual gifts that they were unaware that they possessed. 

What process do you use to match the right people with the right ministry needs? 
Tell me about the last time you used that process. 

Describe a situation when someone you placed in ministry failed. What were your 
errors in judgment, and what did you leam from the experience? 

10. Flexible and Adaptable 

Describe a time when your resistance to change proved to be counterproductive. 

Tell me about a demanding period of time during your ministry. How did you 
feel, and how did you handle the multiple demands upon you? 

Describe a time when you needed to abruptly change your plans due to an 
unforeseen emergency. 

1 1. Builds Group Cohesiveness 

Describe a time when you effectively handled opposition to your authority as a 
pastor or leader. 

Describe a time when members of your church were divided over an important 
issue. 

what is your best example of developing a minis t ry  team? How did you develop 
the team and what was accomplished? 

How have you assimilated new people into your church ministry? What is your 
typical approach? 
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12. Resilience 

Describe a time when you handled unfounded criticism against you. 

What has been your biggest personal failure or disappointment? How did you 
cope with it? 

Describe a situation when your ministry expectations were high but the outcome 
was unexpectedly disappointing. What was your response to the disappointment? 

13. Exercises Faith 

Describe a conviction regarding a ministry that would have been easy for you to 
give up on. What examples of exercising of faith in your personal life could you 
share with others who struggle with faith issues? 

Tell me about a situation that required a solution but in which you felt powerless. 
How was your faith evidenced in this situation? 
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