
Blogs by Thom Rainer on Revitalization 
 
Nine out of ten churches in North America are declining, or they are growing slower than the 
community in which they are located. 
Nine out of ten churches need revitalization. 
Many times the pastor is a major contributor to the failure to revitalize. 
I really did not like writing those three previous sentences. I don’t want to be a naysayer about local 
churches. I don’t want to say anything negative about pastors, because I am so thankful for them. 
 
I. 7 Tips on Revitalization 
1. Substantive changes in a church typically don’t take hold until a pastor has been at a church for 4-5 
years. 
2. The most common way to face reality in a church is to look at a 10-year attendance pattern. 
3. Revitalization is not something that happens with a snap of a finger. 
4. You don’t revitalize a church in your power. You do it through God’s power. 
5. There are a lot of pastors and church leaders who just don’t want to ask for help. 
6. If there were no risk in church revitalization, every church would be revitalized. 
7. Don’t get into revitalization if you’re afraid to lead by faith. 
 
II. The eight reasons pastors are afraid of revitalization are: 
1. Revitalization requires a long-term vision for a church 
2. It requires facing reality 
3. It demands patience 
4. It requires prayer 
5. It might require asking for help 
6. It requires “stick-to-it-ness” 
7. It might mean hurting people you love 
8. It requires taking a risk. 
 
III. Four Ways Pastors Might Hinder Revitalization 
1. They spend too much time trying to placate nagging critics. Ministry is totally draining if it’s spent 
trying to appease the constant naysayers. But the tendency of many pastors is to spend inordinate time 
dealing with these critics. And such time is thus taken away from leading the church forward and 
positively. 
2. They fail to be an example of an outward focus. One pastor shared the issue succinctly: “When I was 
not personally outwardly focused and evangelistic, my church was not either.” It is sometimes called 
“the principle of the leadership lid”: People will rise no higher than their leader. 
3. They do not emphasize member expectations in an entry level or membership class. If there is a key 
characteristic of declining churches it is that the members are self-serving. They have a “me attitude.” 
It’s all about their preferences and desires. Too many pastors do not lead a new members’ class where 
expectations are clear and precise. If church leaders expect little of their members, that is exactly what 
they will get. 
4. They fail to focus on corporate prayer. I don’t know a pastor who will not affirm the power of prayer. 
But I know a lot of pastors who do not emphasize corporate prayer in their churches. I know of one 
church that took five to seven minutes of their worship services every Sunday to pray that God would 
use them as instruments of revival and revitalization. He did. 
 
 



IV. Four types of churches that will soon die.  
1. The Ex-Bible Church. These churches have abandoned the truths of Scripture. A few are explicit 

in their denials. But many just give lip service to the Bible. The congregation does not study 
Scripture. The pastor does not deal with the biblical texts and the whole counsel of God. The 
Bible is just another book that rarely gets read, studied, or proclaimed. The Word of God has no 
power in these churches. 

2. The Country Club Church. Members in these churches see their membership as perks and 
privileges. They want their styles of music, their worship service times, their types of 
architecture, and their preferred lengths of sermons. They pay their dues, so they should get 
their benefits. Or so the thinking of the members goes. Don’t ask them to evangelize, to put 
others first, or to make sacrifices. After all, it is their church. 

3. The Bad Words Church. If you want to see a “good” fight, go to these churches. Their business 
meetings are more contentious than a presidential election. You can count on many of these 
church members to speak to or email the pastor regularly. And those words of communication 
are not nice words. These are the churches where bullies go unchecked, where personnel 
committees and boards work in darkness, and where gossip and backstabbing are common. 
These churches expend most of their energy on bad words. They thus don’t have the time or 
energy to share the good news. 

4. The Ex-Community Church. Go into these churches and look at the members. Go into the 
community and look at the residents. They don’t look alike. They don’t dress alike. They don’t go 
to the same places. The community has changed, but the church has not. “Those people” are on 
the outside. “Our kind of people” are on the inside. The idea of building bridges to the 
community is resisted if not repulsive. 

 
V. Three Types of Church Revitalization 
1. First, the church must have the right leaders on board.  
2. Second, the behavioral patterns of the church members must change. 
No infusion of methodologies or innovations can take place until these two issues are addressed. Such is 
the reason most revitalizations fail, and only a few succeed. Let’s look at that reality in light of three 
approaches. 
Most church revitalization attempts use the least effective approach. There, of course, are good reasons 
for that reality. That will be apparent in the descriptions below. 

1. Acquisitional revitalization. This approach is both radical and largely successful. Another church 
acquires the existing church in need of revitalization. Sometimes the doors of the existing 
church are closed for a season. The church then reopens, possibly with a new name, but 
definitely with new leaders. The success rate is high because both foundational issues are 
addressed: leaders and behaviors. Estimated success rate: 90%. 

2. Covenantal revitalization. The second approach is relatively new, but one for which I am 
becoming a strong advocate. The existing church, led by an objective person (often an outsider), 
agrees to make some significant changes. The leadership actually signs a covenant, and the 
congregation affirms the covenant. In other words, the existing members and leaders agree to 
behavioral changes. Success is somewhat high because one of the two foundational issues is 
addressed: behaviors. Estimated success rate: 40%. 

3. Organic revitalization. This approach is the most common taken today. The church may try new 
methodologies and approaches. But resistance is common because most of the members really 
don’t want change. The church addresses symptoms rather than causes. Some members would 
rather see the church die than change. Failure rates are high because neither of the two 
foundational issues is addressed. Estimated success rate: 2%. 



VI. Eight Common Characteristics of Successful Revitalization Churches 
Over 300,000 churches in America need significant revitalization. We cannot afford to do nothing. The 
most successful approach, revitalization by acquisition, will go forward, but the numbers will continue to 
be relatively small. Many churches will continue to attempt organic revitalization, but addressing 
symptoms alone is really a formula for failure. 
 
There is one type of church revitalization that is more successful than all others. The church closes its 
doors for a season, and then re-opens, usually with a new name and new leadership. I know this 
approach is not an option for most of you, so I gathered data from the “other” category.  
 
As I gathered the information for successful revitalizations, I noted eight common characteristics that 
took place in most of the congregations. Unfortunately, many leaders are not willing to make all the 
sacrifices these characteristics suggest. Those who will make the sacrifices, however, are often seeing 
blessings beyond what they anticipated. 

1. The pastor formed an alliance of key influencers in the church. This group is not informal, nor is 
it closed to others. It begins when the pastor identifies those in the church whose voices are 
most effective in leading others toward change. I cannot remember a revitalization effort that 
succeeded without an alliance. 

2. The alliance of influencers recognized the need for church revitalization and made a 
commitment to pray for it daily. Please don’t let the last part of the preceding sentence escape 
your notice. Each of the influencers committed to daily prayer for revitalization. They realized it 
could not take place in their power alone. 

3. The leaders and a growing number in the congregation made a commitment to move the 
church to look more like the community. Such a commitment naturally involves an outward 
focus, because declining churches are not reaching all segments of their communities. The 
leadership within the church begins to look at the demographics of their community. They are 
willing to face reality on where the church is falling short. 

4. The church began to confront the issue of sacred cows. I know of one church that had a two-
hour “town hall” meeting of the members of the congregation. The leaders made a list of every 
preference and church activity they could recall. For example, one of the items on the list was 
“11 am worship.” They then labeled each activity as either biblically essential, contextual, or 
traditional. 

5. The leadership began to work with the congregation to form a clear and compelling vision. 
One church, an all Anglo congregation, cast a vision to have 20 percent Hispanics in the worship 
attendance in one year because the community was 40 percent Hispanic. They did not reach 20 
percent in year one, but they did in year two. 

6. The leadership communicated a sense of urgency. One of the simplest yet most powerful 
communications of urgency I’ve heard is: “We change or we die.” Too many congregations are 
choosing to die because of their unwillingness to change. 

7. The leadership, particularly the pastor, was willing to endure a season of intense criticism. 
This point is often where revitalization efforts end. The critics can get nasty, and the criticisms 
can become intense. Many people simply get mad at the idea of change. 

8. The leadership of the church was willing to let go of members. I have never known a successful 
revitalization effort where members did not leave. Few leaders like to see members leave, but 
some churches have a “back door revival” before true revitalization can take place. 

 
 
 



VII. Eight Ways Churches Get Out of Their Slump 
The meaning of “slump” is more evident in sports. When a baseball player, for example, is in a slump, 
we surmise that he is not hitting as well as he was earlier in the season. 
For churches, however, there is no clear definition. Indeed, some leaders wonder if it is even right to say 
that a church can get in a slump. Still, some pastors say they church is in a slump if they are not 
connecting as well with members as they once were. Others declare a slump if attendance or offering 
numbers are down. Still others have a more subjective sense of a slump that defies a clean or clear 
explanation. 
But many pastors will tell you about times when their churches were in a slump. Some will admit that 
the slump is present tense. So I asked a number of pastors how they react when this reality hits them. 
What do they do to lead their churches out of this perceived slump? 
The pastors shared with me eight consistent responses. I list them in the order of frequency that I have 
heard them. 

1. They sought the advice of a leader outside their specific church. Sometimes that person was 
the pastor of another church. On other occasions it was a denominational leader or a church 
consultant. 

2. They refocused on the vision of the church. A number of pastors indicated that the church had 
“lost its way.” So they spent time reminding the congregation of the vision of the church. Of 
course, this approach presumes the church has a clearly articulated vision  

3. They led the church to more outwardly focused ministries. Some church slumps were the 
result of the congregation becoming too inwardly focused. One pastor led his church to “adopt” 
an elementary school in the area. The members became motivated and enthused as they did 
whatever the principal and other leaders of the school told them the school needed. 

4. They sought a trusted confidant to evaluate their leadership. This reaction is similar to number 
one. In this case, however, the problem was specifically perceived to be the leadership of the 
pastor. 

5. They spent more time in prayer. I suspect this and the next response were actually more 
frequent. Many pastors sought the face of God more intensely and more frequently for 
guidance out of the slump. 

6. They became more consistent in their time reading the Bible. Many pastors get into the trap of 
reading the Bible only to prepare sermons or lessons. I know. I’ve been there as a pastor. But 
pastors need the consistent nourishment of the Word of God beyond the time they spend 
studying it for sermons or lessons. 

7. They became more intentional about connecting with their members. One pastor made a 
commitment to hand write one letter a day to a church member, write two emails a day to a 
member, and make one phone call a day to a member. The purpose of each piece of 
communication was brief encouragement and gratitude. It took him less than 30 minutes to do 
all of them, and he was consistent in it four days a week. In one year’s time, he connected with 
800 members. 

8. They set aside time on the calendar during the week to dream. Pastors are on call 24/7. Life 
can become hectic and frustrating. One pastor sets aside two hours a month to go to a private 
room to dream about the future of the church. The time is a fixture on his calendar. Sometimes 
he prays. Sometimes he reads about God’s work at other churches. And sometimes he writes 
ideas and thoughts. The process invigorates him, and he can thus lead the church with greater 
enthusiasm and clarity himself. 

 
 
 



VIII. The Seven Traits of Pastors Who Led Revitalization 
1. These pastors faced reality. They looked at the current condition of the church. They likely did 

an informational historical survey of attendance trends. They refused to put their heads in the 
sand. 

2. They became leaders of hope. They looked at biblical truth regarding possibilities. They 
communicated that hope to their congregations. They truly believed all things are possible 
through God, including the revitalization of seemingly dying churches. 

3. These pastors adopted a long-term perspective. They likely did not make some type of public 
declaration of their intent, but they did begin leading as if they were going to be at their current 
church for around ten years. Most of them admitted that they did not want to close the door if 
they sensed God’s leadership elsewhere, but they led as if they were going to be around for a 
while. In other words, they were not seeking to move. 

4. They led incrementally. Because they had a long-term perspective, they were willing to lead in a 
way that the congregation could manage. It was not at the speed the pastors desired, but it was 
healthy for the churches. 

5. They learned how to deal with critics and setbacks. Most of these pastors determined that they 
would deal with challenging issues in a positive way. Many of them had their own inner 
processes developed to deal with critics. 

6. The pastors developed their own intentional outward focus. Many of them admitted they had 
become inwardly focused, so they started intentionally getting out in their communities. A 
number of them became highly intentional about sharing their faith on a regular basis. 

7. They led their churches to an outward focus. These pastors began to lead their churches 
beyond their own walls. More energy and time were devoted to connecting with their 
communities and beyond. The congregations became Great Commission churches in action, not 
just in theory. 

 


