Partnering to Prevail  2010…

Recently, with the support of the Mayfield Baptist Church and Hunter Baptist Churches, and along with 73 other delegates from 11 countries, I had the privilege of attending the 2010 Partnering to Prevail week long leadership Intensive in Chicago, sponsored by Willow Creek Association International. On the way back, I also visited Saddleback, Mosaic & Dream Centre Churches in Los Angeles, and Luis Palau & his evangelistic organization in Portland.

The week comprised of input and speakers from Willow Creek and beyond, specifically geared to the Question… What does it take to grow & lead churches that are a multiplying movement of disciples of Jesus in our world today??? 

Topics were many and varied, and they included living, loving & teaching Gospel & Kingdom in today’s world, Communities of Care, The Resilient Leaders Life, Impacting YP & Students, Faith@Home, Effective Church Governance, Godly Eldership, Managing Staff Resources, Leadership Lessons from Bill Hybels, and their much publicised REVEAL survey, together with lessons learned & the major ministry shifts taken since.  Below is a summary of some of the ministry & personal insights gained through this time away.

KINGDOM MINISTRY… As a passionate advocate of genuinely Kingdom focused ministries myself, it has been great to watch & experience the development of Willow’s commitment to the wider work of the Kingdom over more recent years. This has overflowed into their worldwide investment into local church Leaders of all traditions through WCA and the Global Leadership Summit, at one level, and flowed into a major expansion of their mercy & compassionate ministries locally in & around Chicago, and globally partnering & sending out workers & resources around the world. Despite the cultural & denominational diversity of the delegates, it was encouraging & challenging to share with, listen to & learn from so many of those who attended. 
It highlighted afresh to me the kingdom focus of the Gospel & our need to keep in step with what the Holy Spirit is doing around our world. Each one present had a passion for the Gospel & a commitment to the notion that it’s God’s kingdom plan & purpose to see the Church as His instrument of HOPE into our world. This core belief runs fundamentally at odds with the western individualistic culture, and runs counter to those who dismiss the influence of the Church into the future. KINGDOM MINISTRY is always connected to the local church as a foundation.

CHURCH PLANTING… I was greatly interested to hear about the 4 church plants Willow has initiated around Chicago, each with a vision to inturn plant churches themselves. This year seeing their first ‘grandchild church’ started with others in the pipeline. Willow is in effect moving along similar lines to our own Hunter H100 vision goal of planting churches that will inturn plant churches. They are certainly not just advocating the stereotypical ‘bigger is better’ message one may otherwise expect them to. Although this church plant vision precedes their profound learning courtesy of the REVEAL SURVEY, their passion for the new church plants has increased in the light of REVEAL.

CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH GOVENANCE… Whilst Willow is clearly a leader led church, surprisingly to me it operates by conviction in accordance with the values of Congregational Governance. In fact they operate in ways largely consistent with Brian Winslade’s 2009 Paper on Congregational Governance in the 21st Century (as Director of National Ministries, BUA). Whilst a number of our more progressive Hunter Baptist Churches have embraced Congregational Governance, many still operate in Congregational Management whereby even minor decisions need be referred to Church Meetings for decision. 

The Eldership & Senior leadership at Willow are affirmed by the Congregation, together with ministry descriptions & outcome expectations, but all other decisions are made by staff in accordance with their ministry call & role and approved church policies. The Eldership who are affirmed by the church via a nomination committee process & vote of affirmation by the church for a period of 4yrs, must then step down for a 12mth sabbatical, before being eligible for a second 4 yrs term, somewhat along the current lines adopted at Mayfield. The eldership operates by consensual agreement, with each having an equal voice. Believing that HS leads through a plurality of leadership, as do we, there is NO head elder! Bill Hybels is subject to the other elders, and cannot act unilaterally. Their meetings encourage free & frank discussion and they practice mutual submission, but without compromise. After the meeting is finished and the decision is made, they speak publically with ONE voice, no matter what!

REVEAL SURVEY… determined to become more fruitful in developing ‘fully devoted followers of Jesus’, and committed to spiritual excellence, Hybels & the Willow Ck leadership commissioned a probing survey they called REVEAL, to give a clearer reflection of the spiritual health of their congregation & how effective their ‘programmed discipleship’ approach really was. The previous assumption was that increased involvement in Church & ministry indicated increased Godliness. (This ‘Activity Model’ is actually the assumption unconsciously made by most western churches!!!) 
In 2004 they surveyed 15000 Willow Ck attenders and came to the challenging conclusion that the level of ministry involvement bore no connection with measures of personal commitment to Christ. Furthermore it showed that their massive investment in Small Group staff & resources was a far less effective investment than they had presumed. Whilst they are still very committed to Small Group ministry, primarily they are a life-giving community connection, and they no longer mandate small group involvement as part of their membership criteria. Hence the goal is NOT everyone into a small group, but EVERYONE in community!

At the time the leadership took the decision to publically release their findings and were widely condemned by the ‘I told you so’ brigade (who one suspects, would do well to be so bold as to survey & publically reveal the level of effectiveness of their own discipleship strategies!!!). Undaunted, the Willow Creek leadership resolved to adopt instead an ‘Intimacy Model’ in discipleship development. They found people attending their church were largely in 4 different stages… those EXPLORING Christ, those GROWING IN CHRIST, those CLOSE TO CHRIST and finally those who are clearly CHRIST-CENTERED. Unfortunately the majority of attenders were in the middle 2 stages, but were seemly no-longer moving forward in their faith journey. 

Willow Creek, like most western churches, had unconsciously created a dependency on the church rather than of personal responsibility. People had come to expect the Church to feed them personally, meet their needs socially & train up their families spiritually!  

*** This realization has led to a major reframe of their whole ministry approach.

KEY LESSONS from Reveal… (after analysing over 50 different spiritual catalysts)

1. Reading & Reflecting on the Bible is the Most Powerful Catalyst for individual Spiritual Growth.

2. Developing Core Christian Beliefs is Crucial for those in the Early Stages of Spiritual Growth.

3. Personal Spiritual Practices are the Building Blocks for a Christ-centered Life.

4. Serving is the Most Catalytic Experience offered by Churches.

5. Spiritual Community is Vital and Migrates from Organized to Organic.

Weekend services (which previously were geared towards seekers @ WC) are now geared to growing up Christians, and their mid-week services (which were previously teaching/worship services for Christians) are now targeted discipleship/teaching opportunities with targeted electives appropriate for each discipleship stage. Willow have largely shifted their approach from a mainly ‘COME & SEE’ to now also include the vital component of ‘GO & BE’!  Since making that shift in 2008, their level of personal prayer & bible devotions amongst their congregation has gone from 25% to now 50% in 2010!!! This year has also seen their best ever year for both attendance & baptisms. 

Since REVEAL was first undertaken, many hundreds of evangelical churches around the world have also used the reveal survey. From the top 5% of churches surveyed there are 4 common practices & one common trait… 

THEY  * Get people moving…


(develop effective pathways)

* embed the Bible in Everything… 
(Bible is the centre point of ALL the culture)

* create Ownership…


(gifts are released & people are empowered)

* pastor the Local Communities
(focus is wholistic, compassionate ministry)

AND… their Pastors were CONSUMED with the passion for creating disciples & had strong leadership!!!

FAITH @ HOME… Is a growing movement across the US & beyond recognising the significant exodus from Church of the kids from Christian families over recent years. (It’s been happening in Australia for decades!). Mark Holmen is a champion of this movement & shared the problem created when Christian parents ‘out-source’ the Christian nurture of their kids… to churches, youth groups & schools! Their research demonstrates that no matter what, the parents remain the primary religious influencers for their family. That can never be abdicated or outsourced! This movement seeks to help churches invest in equipping parents to do their task of Christian nurture in their own families.  It’s the Deuteronomy 6 principle! The Role of the church is not as a replacement for the family… but a lifelong partner with families, in telling the faith story and in BEING the story!

The Faith@Home movement simply & intentionally aims to teach ONE faith skill per year…. to both kids & parents. (eg… prayer or Bible or service or blessing). 

SOME HELPFUL HYBELS LEADERSHIP ONE-LINERS…

· Don’t waste energy on complaining… FIX IT!!

· (whenever you waste energy on the problem side of the issue, 


you waste the very resource God’s given to fix the problem)

· The most potent weapon in leadership arsenal is YOUR ENERGY!!!

· To give your best, work to intentional, planned TIME/ENERGY SCHEDULES… 

· ASK YOURSELF
· Where am I going to best invest/pour my energy???  

· What gives my church/ministry the BEST for their GREATEST NEED???

· The Win or Lose on achieving the church’s potential is related to the quality of the people who are going to help you with that!

· Originally thought that it was the strategy that was key… BUT it’s the PEOPLE who are the key!

· In the years I have left, I want to create as much “Acts2-ishness” as I can!!!

This trip was also PERSONALLY CHALLENGING… for me a very significant personal challenge came via the input of Gordon McDonald, Pastor, author & wounded healer! His Great Question sits with me still!!!

How does one build a life that is more satisfying, more strategic, and more pleasing to God, with every year???

The aim is to build a truly RESILIENT LIFE…  one that goes through struggles, grows in the midst of it, then comes out the other end stronger to become a hero & inspiration to others.
He offered a reflection from many older Pastors & Christian Leaders who often say… that they allowed their ministry to cheat them out of the experience God intended them to have.
McDonald highlighted the DANGERS & symptoms of Soul Neglect… stopped abiding!!

· easily irritable; impatient; lose joy; can’t trust others; pride; lose disciplines; integrity; lose sleep/rest; lose creativity; lose vision; driven-ness; integrity… sin looks more attractive; entitlement

To avoid that, Pastors (& Christian Leaders) must overcome the DANGERS of leadership… such things as pride, arrogance, power, lust & greed!  Pastors especially have been given great privilege & great responsibility and must safeguard their ministry from ‘burn out or blowout’ through developing personal disciplines, friendships and accountability networks together with appropriate self-care, family time & opportunities for re-creation! Energy management is therefore crucial for Pastors to be at their very best for Church, staff & family!! When leaders can’t be real, they are portraying a lie!!! 

“The people of God are dying under that kind of lack of authenticity. Leaders must GET REAL & BE REAL…” 

Symptoms of Soul Health…
abiding in Christ!

· vulnerable & brokenness; peace & resting; clarity of thought; passion; more reflective; love; vigor; joy; thankfulness; intimacy with spouse & family; humility & openness; courage

*** Above all else Guard your heart, it is the wellspring of life.  ~ Prov 4:23

On the way back from Chicago, and together with Andrew Ranucci, Church of Christ Pastor from the Central Coast we also visited Saddleback, Mosaic & Dream Centre Churches in Los Angeles.

LA VISIT… It was blessing to be able to return to these Churches in LA, having visited them some 5yrs before. Each of them have progressed over that time, and each have wrestled with new challenges & opportunities. Both Saddleback & Mosaic are investing heavily in church planting (which again is very encouraging for us here in the Hunter). Certainly for me, the ministry of The DREAM CENTRE was also a great highlight. This is BCS-MAYCARE on STEROIDS!!! They feed 1000’s everyday, house 500 people in numerous recovery, refuge & discipleship programmes, not to mention their wider work in the downtown LA area.  I got to hear many powerful testimonies first hand from people whose lives have been transformed by Jesus, through this gospel focused, kingdom outreach.

PORTLAND VISIT… To add to the blessing of the entire trip, I had the opportunity to fly up to Portland to meet with Luis Palau, his son Andrew & their team for a series of meetings as we together reflect on the possibility of seeing a Palau Festival in Newcastle at the end of 2012! This was a great privilege and I believe very fruitful in preparations for all that God has in store for the Hunter! 


THANKS AGAIN FOR THE OPPORTUNITY!!!




Kev Warner
Senior Pastor of Mayfield Baptist Church

Regional Minister for the Hunter
