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Appendix C
Professional Literature Review

My focus for the consultancy project was the sustainability of church growth for a
Southern Baptist church located in rural North Carolina. The goal of the project was to consider
factors related to ensuring the church is able to appropriately grow and meet the needs of the
community for the next 50 years. In order to do so, we must understand factors contributing to
church growth and sustainability of growth, particularly for Christian churches. These factors
include but are not limited to understanding the types of church growth, understanding
engagement for church members, and considering leadership strategies needed for church
growth.
Understanding Church Growth

Church growth is defined as, “the subject area which seeks to [analyze] why Christian
churches, at various levels of [organization], grow or decline using a numerical growth as a vital
area of analysis” (Bretherton & Dunbar, 2020, p. 63). In this respect, church growth is based
primarily on the number of members coming in the doors and the number of those who
ultimately end up joining the church. There are two different types of membership growth that
should be considered. First is the attraction of new members who are converting to Christianity.
As explained by Davis et al. (2010), “the foundational, theological cornerstone of the Christian
church is converting non-believers in Jesus Christ, or ‘saving lost souls’” (p. 353). This
conversion of believers adds members to the body of Christ through salvation. The second type
of membership growth is the transfer of membership from one church to another. Transfer of
membership can be viewed as simply working with a market that is already in existence and not

necessarily net growth of the market (Davis et al., 2010). Both types of membership, however,
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contribute to the overall growth of the church.

According to Stark (2015), there is much misinformation about church attendance in
America. Despite popular belief, church attendance in the United States has remained stable over
the past 40 years. In 1974, approximately 36% of Americans attended church on a weekly basis,
and in 2014, that number remained fairly stable at 34%. It is true, however, that the number of
Americans claiming to belong to no religion in particular has increased to approximately 22% of
Americans in 2014. Over the same period of time, the number of people attending church did not
decrease and the number of Atheists did not increase. This indicates that instead of claiming to
belong to one religion or another, more Americans are comfortable claiming to belong to no
religion but still having a belief in God. Based on these data, the nonattending believers in Christ
have become more comfortable claiming this identity of no particular religion (Stark, 2015).
Given that analysis, there is not a negative trend in the number of Americans attending church,
and therefore there is still room and opportunity for growth of churches.

Church Engagement

Church engagement may take on many forms as technology increases. During the most
recent COVID-19 pandemic, church attendance for many institutions transitioned online.
According to Idowu (2020), the shared sentiment among church members during the pandemic
was that “nothing can be compared with the physical appearance” (p. 9) of brothers and sisters in
Christ coming to worship together, rather than an online appearance where there is room for lack
of discipline. Even during the pandemic, there was no replacement for being in shared company
with other believers. Particularly with the lack of structure and human interaction, online
attendance was not as strong as in-person attendance during the COVID-19 pandemic. Lessons

learned from this experience include the significance of the structure of worship, the sense of
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belonging, and the importance of face-to-face interactions for those attending church (Idowu,
2020).

As Antoine de Saint-Exupery once said, “if you want to build a ship, don’t summon
people to buy wood, prepare tools, and distribute jobs and organize the work, rather teach people
to long for the endless immensity of the sea” (Singletary, 2009, p. 192). Emergent planning is
key in developing churches for future growth. Instead of planning in a linear fashion, taking a
stepwise approach to church growth, church planning will be more successful with a flexible
approach. Learning organizations are circular in nature, continually moving and considering new
factors. Taking into account the “process of engaging stakeholders and valuing their perspectives
for what is an adaptable, ever-changing approach to serving others” (Singletary, 2009, p. 196),
organizations can continue to learn from their stakeholders. By taking this approach to church
planning, the church is able to take into account the changes in community, membership,
leadership, and other variables as it prepares for church growth (Singletary, 2009).

In addition to emergent planning, church leaders should also consider the role of social
media in engaging members for the purpose of church growth. According to Cooper (2017), a
study was conducted to assess any relationship between church growth and engagement of
church-related tweets on Twitter. For reference, Twitter is a social media platform with almost
half a billion tweets every day and over a quarter of a million active accounts. According to a
study conducted in London, England, the analysis found that there is a significant relationship
between religious or “church-related tweets” (Cooper, 2017, p. 46) and the growth of churches in
the areas from which the tweets were sent. These tweets were found to be positive in nature and
could be traced to areas where churches were growing. Given these data on social media

engagement, church leaders may consider the use of social media to engage followers and
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potentially increase the rate of church growth (Cooper, 2017).
Church Leadership

When considering church growth, the leadership of the church should not be overlooked.
There has been debate among researchers that considers if the idea of “stale in the saddle” (Davis
et al., 2010, p. 358) over an extended period of time applies to church leaders and the tenure of
pastors at the top of growing churches. In other words, do leaders tend to become less effective
over time? Organizational leaders tend to come in with strong decision-making capabilities that
level out over time when they become more conservative with their decisions. A pastoral leader,
or any leader, who stays in one office over time may become “susceptible to strategic inertia
where momentum and gestalts are created that do not allow the organization to easily respond to
shifts in the environment” (Davis et al., 2010, p. 353). Southern Baptist churches are unique to
the Southern Baptist Convention in that they do not have the same oversight as other religious
bodies or organizations. Southern Baptists can act autonomously, which allows for more
strategic choice and autonomy of leadership. Based on findings from Davis et al. (2010), new
church leaders tend to see an increase in church attendance as they take on the role of leader of
the church. This tends to plateau over time; however, we see that leaders who are at an
organization for longer periods of time may see church attendance will most likely continue to
increase, similar to earlier in their tenure as pastors. Moreover, although attendance may drop off
after the newness of a leader wears off, contributions made by members do not. Tithes and
offerings to the church tend to increase and remain stable with leadership tenure (Davis et al.,
2010). Given these trends, leadership in church bodies should be mindful of the engagement of
existing members as they grow their church.

Leadership in the church is one of immense responsibility, “ultimately [bearing] the
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responsibility for the organization’s overall conduct and performance” (Davis et al., 2010, p.
357). Given the importance of the leader in the church, those in leadership positions should take
seriously the development of their leadership capabilities. According to Cincala and Chase
(2018), servant leadership is a model closely associated with the teachings of Jesus Christ. “A
servant-leader focuses primarily on the growth and well-being of people and the communities in
which they belong” (Cincala & Chase, 2018, p. 81). This leadership is different than more
traditional forms of leadership that focus on power for the leader instead of the interest of the
follower. Servant leadership should be developed among church leaders to ensure the focus of
the church is to serve its members. In addition to servant leadership, churches should also
consider having strategic leadership capabilities at the top. Among many other factors, “biblical
material, revelation and the testing of its accuracy, time to listen to God, spiritual gifts,
theological reflection, and prayer are of importance to strategic leadership in the church”
(Jenssen, 2019, p. 1). In this light, leadership and theology both contribute to the development of
a church and church body. Strategic leadership of a church allows for leaders to develop these
strategies that are biblically based and important for the multiple areas that represent the church’s
impact and work (Jenssen, 2019). Both strategic leadership that is forward-thinking and servant
leadership that is outward-thinking must be developed among leaders.

In considering church growth, thought must also be given to the type of church that is
growing. Stoll and Petersen (2008) discussed two distinct types of churches: high-tension and
low-tension churches. Based on the analysis conducted by the two, high-tension churches,
otherwise known as conservative churches, are growing, and low-tension churches are not
experiencing growth. Higher-tension churches tend to have a church membership with a higher

level of commitment from those members. Higher costs of membership, however, are associated
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with a higher level of reward. According to Stoll and Petersen, a relationship with God, who is
innately loving and good and can provide more than you can imagine, is an example of a
religious reward. This type of reward relationship develops a higher level of commitment from
members, and it is found that members of high-tension churches give more resources,
specifically time and money, than low-tension churches. Due to this relationship of giving, these
resources are good predictors of growing churches. Conservative churches tend to have members
who give more money and, in turn, tend to grow at a faster rate than more liberal churches. The
engagement of members in high-tension churches may lend to more resources that allow for
church growth (Stoll & Petersen, 2008). Leadership must take into account these factors when
considering how to engage the church body.

Once church members are engaged in high-tension churches, strategic planning must be
considered for predicting the future of the church. According to Bretherton and Dunbar (2020),
the size and membership of the church body are “negatively associated with the active
involvement of its members, that is, the larger a congregation, the lower active member
engagement” (p. 65). Strategies that keep members engaged in growing churches must be
utilized to ensure church members are active in church activities. According to an interview with
Phillip Brande, pastor at Farmington Baptist Church, church growth means that the church
continues to invest in members to not only increase the number of members but actively engage
and grow believers in Christ. This includes providing resources and programs for members,
investing in small groups for socializing, and continuing to meet people where they are in their
lives (Brande, personal communication, November 23, 2020). By balancing growth in numbers
with continued efforts in engagement, a subgroup stratification must occur wherein members

engage in smaller groups to build relationships (Bretherton & Dunbar, 2020). By engaging in



38

these groups, members are involved in a way that allows for continued church growth and
participation. According to Chaney and Lewis (1977), “church growth can only occur when
those individuals making up the ‘body’ are growing individuals” (p. 57). Focusing on the inward
investment in members while also balancing outreach in the community will ensure sustainable
church growth.

Church growth takes into account many factors, including engagement of members,
development of leadership, and understanding of the environment in which the church is
growing. A community focus, understanding the scope and engagement of members in the
church, and strong and effective leadership are all key factors to understanding how and why
churches grow. All of this should be taken into consideration when planning for church growth
or sustainability of churches when looking at the future. When considering the growth of
Farmington Baptist Church in North Carolina over the next 50 years, all the previously stated

factors must be considered and taken into account when planning for the church of 2070.
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