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INTRODUCTION

The Real Life Story

The year 1997 was a major turning point in my life. After serving
as a youth minister for ten years in two churches where the youth
ministry grew but the adult church did not, God made it clear: /¢’
time to help the kids by doing something about the adulss. 1 certainly
hadn’t stopped caring about kids, but it was so disheartening to
watch these kids we had won and raised in the Lord have nowhere
to go as they became adults.

In my heart I believed the Lord could use the ministry philoso-
phies we had developed for the youth to create positive, healthy,
dynamic changes within the church as a whole. The only question
for me to answer was “Where?”

Still, I was shocked when God’s next call for me came through
the phone.

THE CALL

One day, God prompted Jim and Lydia Grubb, a couple I had
never met, to call me on the phone. They told me God had given
them a burning desire to plant a new church in northern Idaho.

Along with another couple, Jeff and Debbie Ross, they had been
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praying for about a year for a nondenominational church to be
started in their area. There wasn’t much money for a church plant—
they had talked to one small church that might be able to help. I
then asked how they had obtained my name. They originally con-
tacted my father, who had been in charge of three church-planting
organizations. He told them I would do a great job, but he doubted
[ would be interested because I was experiencing success in youth
ministry at a church in Oregon City, Oregon.

I had no desire to plant a church, even though I grew up in
a church planter’s home. As a child, I moved every two years
because my father would begin a new work in an area that pre-
viously didn’t have a nondenominational church. Each church
started with seven people—my dad, my mom, and the five of
us kids. We were the ones who put up chairs, took them down,
put up walls for classrooms, laid down carpet, and brought in
hymnals, communion stuff, a pulpit, a piano, and overhead pro-
jectors every week. I lost countless hours of sleep due to these
early morning setup sessions, and missed many an NFL football
game on Sunday afternoons.

I hated the idea of church planting. The instant they asked me
if I had an interest in planting this new church, those memories
flooded my mind, and I rationalized there was no way this was from
God. Even if I were to plant a church, I would never do it alone.
My father had always started churches alone—he was the youth
pastor, the counselor, the worship leader, the setup crew, and usually
his own secretary. I never saw my dad! My mother was involved
in everything too. I have three boys, and there is no way the Lord
would want me to go into a situation like that by myself! There was
no money for even one church planter, let alone a team.

No way would I even consider it.

Jim and Lydia asked me to pray about it. I assured them I would.
Actually, I had no intention of praying about it. I told myself there
was no way this was God’s idea. Later, I mentioned the phone call to
Aaron Couch, the youngadult pastor at the church I was working
in at the time. I knew he would agree it was crazy—not from God.

But he didn’t. He immediately prodded, “Why not?”
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I quickly evaded the question. I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t
want to discuss it. The whole idea annoyed me. Not long after the
first phone call from Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, I got another call from
Jim, Lydia, Jeff, and Debbie.

Man, theyre persistent, I thought.

When I had talked with them in November, I had let it slip
that I would be bringing the Oregon City high school wrestling
team I was coaching to a tournament at North Idaho College just
before Christmas. They wanted to meet with me. I reluctantly
agreed. Then T asked Aaron to drive up with me to meet with them,
because I knew he wouldn’t leave me alone in this situation, and
once he met these crazy people he would back off and recognize
it couldn’t be from God.

After getting my team off to bed for the night, we met with the
two couples in our hotel room. I must admit it was a meeting for
the ages. These people were not crazy at all. They were godly people
who really felt God wanted to do something special in that little
area in northern Idaho.

At the end of the meeting, they asked me to pray about it. This
time when I agreed, I meant it. Aaron was excited and wanted to
be in on the praying process too.

I remember thinking, Lord, if you want me to come to this place,
you will have to change my heart. 1 also told God, even if He did
change my heart, He would have to do a miracle. There was no way
the money was there to plant a church.

G oD WORKS IN MYSTERIOUS WAYS

A week and a half later, I was at another tournament, and God
performed a miracle I will never forget! At this point, I had decided
it was time to leave Oregon City. T hadn’t really decided where the
Lord was leading, but I knew God would give direction.

One of my main concerns about leaving was finding a good coach
for the kids on my team. I had a deep love for them. Many had given
their lives to Christ and were coming to youth group. All of my
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coaching staft had become Christians, and I wanted to bringin a
coach who cared about more than just wrestling. My preference was
a Christian coach, but I did not know any who would be willing
to come. At the least,  wanted a moral man who cared about kids.
Duringabreak in the wrestling tournament, I walked up to Coach
Roy, a man who coached in an area high school. I knew Roy cared
about his kids, and they loved him too. I never heard him swear,
and he treated his kids with respect. “Roy;” I said, “I am going to
be leaving, and I wonder if you would consider applying for my
job at Oregon City?”

“What do you mean, you're leaving?” he asked. “This team is
good and is getting better every year!”

Roy was right—we finally had a successful little kids’ program,
and were reaping the benefits. We had several national champions
in the junior high, and things were really looking up. I explained
to him how coaching was just an opportunity for me to get on the
campus of the schools. My real goal was to get into the lives of the
kids in the area and guide them to our church’s youth ministry. He
asked, “Where do you plan to go?”

I'told him Ididn’t know, but I was going on to be an adult pastor.
He asked me where I'd like to go if I could go anywhere. I shocked
even myself when I responded, “Northern Idaho.” Even asIsaid it, I
could not believe my own words. Where did that come from? How
had I come to this place where I would choose a church plant?

Roy asked, “What's keeping you from going there?” I told him
if I were to go, I would go with a team, and that takes money. I
explained that usually there were church-planting organizations
that funded church startups. Sometimes a church would plant
another church, but most barely had enough to fund their own
ministries. He asked how much it would cost to plant a church.
Truthfully, I hadn’t really considered that. It took me a couple of
seconds to think about what would be involved with such a ven-
ture: equipment, salaries, fliers, a place to meet, children’s ministry
supplies—there was a lot to consider.

I threw out a number: “Thirty thousand dollars.” (I didn’t know
that church plants usually started with hundreds of thousands.)
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Roy just looked at me for a few seconds and then responded:
“T'll give you thirty thousand dollars.” I laughed. I thought he was
kidding.

I joked, “What do they pay you schoolteachers around here?”
After he chuckled, he told me that he wasn’t a teacher either; he
too coached on the side. He went on to tell me of the multiple
big businesses he owned and that he had made millions just the
month before.

My jaw dropped.

“Jim,” he said, “T have a deal that has been held up for the last
year. If you will pray that it goes through, and it does, I will give
you the thirty thousand dollars to start that church!”

After trying to digest his words, I quietly spoke. “Roy, I didn’t
know that you were a Christian.”

He said, “Oh, I'm not sure what I am. One day my Learjet broke
down, and I had to ride first class on a commercial plane. When I
sat down, there was a book sitting in my seat. I didn’t have anything
else to read, so I picked it up. It was called Leff Behind. Have you
ever heard of it? That book scared the hell out of me!”

I got the chance to answer some of his questions, and Roy told
me that he had been contemplating giving his life to Christ and
that this conversation must be a God thing.

That night when I got home I told my wife, Lori, the amazing
story. Then I called my new friends in northern Idaho. I told them
to start praying, and I began to pray like I had never prayed before.
[ felt as if the Lord was telling me to trust Him like I had never
trusted before. God always worked in my life when I would let
Him, but something strange was starting to happen—I felt like I
was on a ride I had never been on before.

I called Roy and told him I had asked our group to pray. Then
I ventured, “Roy, you shared with me how much you made last
month, so [ want to say, if you have thirty thousand dollars, then you
have fifty thousand dollars. I want you to consider giving more.”

Roy laughed and told me I was right. “You keep praying that this
deal goes through, and I will give you fifty thousand dollars.”
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Well, that was enough for me. God had made it clear. In the next
few months, I told my church in Oregon City I would be leaving in
six months. Aaron let them know that he was going with me. We
drove to Coeur d’Alene to meet the families and begin searching
for other churches that might want to help. We called Roy from
time to time to see if the deal had gone through. Each time he told
me no, but urged me to keep praying.

Two things happened during this time that prodded us to step
out further in faith. A little church in central Idaho called to tell
us they believed God wanted them to help. Grangeville Christian
Church agreed to send $250 a month to support our work. The
amount was small compared to the need, but to us it was con-
firmation that God was going to come through with the money
from Roy.

Then, a church-planting association from southern Idaho
called us to say they would give us $1,000 a month for two years.
The next day we received another call; this one came from First
Christian Church in Sandpoint. They were located forty-five
miles north of Post Falls, the town where we would plant the
church. They agreed to give $1,000 a month. Though this didn’t
come close to the need, it was further confirmation that God
was working.

Music To OuUR EARS

Asall church planters know, music plays a huge part in a Sunday
morning service. We had some in our new group who had musical
abilities, but no one to take charge and make it happen, until one
day I got another phone call.

My brother-in-law, Jim Harris, had been attending Cincinnati
Bible College and called to let me know he was getting married to
Cassi, a beautiful Christian younglady. He also shared he had some
ministry opportunities to consider as graduation was approaching.
After he filled Lori and me in on the details, I shared with him
what we were intending to do.
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He listened intently, spoke more about his upcoming marriage,
and then said goodbye. A few days later, Jim called back. I will
never forget the conversation. He told me that he and Cassi had
been praying and talking, and they had decided to come to Idaho
to help us.

My first thought was that he had misunderstood me. Had I
somehow given him the idea that I was offering him a job? I tried
to explain that we had no money to hire anyone. He said, “We're
not coming for money. We believe God wants us to come help
you plant the church, and we intend to get jobs to pay our own
way.”

I couldn’t believe it. Here they were, graduating with degrees
and being offered paying jobs, but they were coming to help us for
free. It didn’t make sense, but it was great! Jim was going to lead
music and Cassi was going to help with children’s ministry.

The day we got Jim’s call, we checked in again with Roy. There
was no news yet, but we kept praying. We knew God was laying
out seeds of encouragement. We knew he was going to make it hap-
pen. We decided we would leave Oregon City at the end of May.
I started flying to northern Idaho on Sunday nights to do a Bible
study and returned each Monday morning to Oregon. During that
time, our little group grew from four to fifteen.

We began looking for houses in Coeur d’Alene. People around
us thought we were crazy. After all, even if the money came in
from Roy, including all the other expenses, it would only pay our
salaries for three months. We stood firm, believing God had told
us to go and we were going!

People asked, “Aren’t you nervous you have already told your
church you are resigning but the money hasn’t come in yet?” I
must admit, as the months went by, we were getting nervous. But
we decided to believe, rather than doubt. After all, look at what
God had done so far.

Three weeks before moving day, Roy called. “I don’t know how
it happened, but the deal just went through. Come and pick up

your check!”
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THE BEGINNING

The first part of June 1998, Aaron Couch, his wife Kelli, Lori,
and I packed up the kids and all our things and headed for Post
Falls, Idaho. We moved into our homes and we hit the ground
running. We started meeting with everybody who was interested
in the new plant. We met with those who had been fervently pray-
ing. The Lord started to bring people to us.

We were excited about what the Lord was doing in our lives,
and we were fearless enough to tell anyone who would listen. We
told them what God had already done and what He had put on
our hearts to do. Most people thought we were crazy, but a few
here and there drifted in to check out our little group.

I remember the day we went to buy a computer. The salesman
asked why we needed it, so we told him we had just started a new
church. He asked how many of us there were, so we told him:
“Twenty, at this point.”

He asked if T was a pastor. I told him that I was a youth minister
learning how to be a pastor. He asked me to pray for him. He told
me his wife had left him for his best friend and that he had lost
everything. He was working in this computer shop just to make
enough to keep his house (which he later lost). We did pray with
him and invited him to our backyard Bible study. In September, we
baptized him in the lake in the middle of town. Our first conver-
sion had taken place!

After about two months, our group had grown to about thirty-
five people, including fifteen kids. We needed something bigger to
meet in as we were now filling the backyard with adults and the
front yard with kids. Office space was very expensive, and we wanted
to be good stewards. God opened the door to an old broken-down
house with a shop. We cleaned up the house and used it for chil-
dren’s classrooms and began to remodel the shop. People helped as
they could after work and on weekends, but the bulk of the work
fell on Aaron and me. We almost killed each other trying to take
out walls, lay carpet, and get it ready for offices and our first meet-
ing room. We had grown to fifty people in two and a half months
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and desperately needed a place to meet. I have never been able to
work well with my hands. If I couldn’t get it done on an athletic
field or with my mouth, it usually didn’t get done well. During
those days, I learned a lot about myself and about the team God
was bringing together. Those times allowed everyone to pitch in,
and it went a long way toward building a team.

After weeks of working on our shack, we were finally able to have
our first study in August. It had no insulation, air-conditioning, or
heat, and the bathroom worked only occasionally. Not long after
we moved in, we knew we had to start looking for a place to hold
services. The shop could hold only so many for a Bible study, and
there was no way to have a worship service where we could invite
others to join us.

The first place we went was the local school system. They in-
formed us that they would not allow any church group to meet
in their facilities for longer than six months. We could not start
a church in something so temporary, so we started looking for an
empty building or storefront. We were blown away by how much
they wanted for rent. We contemplated moving to a nearby city
that had cheaper buildings, but we felt that God wanted us in Post
Falls. We were getting discouraged, but we just kept praying. One
day, as I was driving on the freeway to Spokane, I noticed a new
theatre off to the right. I thought to myself, I wonder if they would
be interested in letting us meet there?

I pulled off the freeway into the parkinglot. The place was dark,
but there was one car in front of the building. I almost drove away;
it was in the middle of the day and they did not have a movie
showing until that evening. I decided to check the door, and to
my surprise, it opened.

When I walked in, there was a lady in the lobby crying. I ap-
proached her, completely forgetting why I had come. In the next
hour I had the opportunity to share my faith with this lady who was
having marital problems. By the end of our conversation, she was
ready to accept Christ. After praying together, she said, “Enough
about me. Why did you come in here?” I shared with her our di-
lemma. She recommended I talk to the owner. She said he was
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hurting financially and just might allow us to use the building on
Sunday mornings. I asked if he was a Christian. She said that she
didn’t know but that he had gone to Promise Keepers once.

That night I called him, and after a short conversation he agreed
to let us use the theater. At first he came to our services to make
sure we were not tearing up the building or getting into the conces-
sions. Not long afterward, he and his wife started attending. Later
his seventy-year-old, non-Christian father started coming. Then
the owner’s son and daughter-in-law started coming. Eventually his
ninety-two-year-old grandmother came—and all of them gave their
lives to the Lord. In fact, Brandon Guindon, the theatre owner’s
son, is now the team leader over all small groups. God has used
him to help grow our small groups from five to more than seven
hundred groups in eight years.

RAMPING UP

Now that we had a place to hold worship services, we had to
get ready for our launch. God continued to work in amazing ways.
It wasn’t long after we received permission to move into the the-
atre that a small church shut its doors and gave us all they had. It
included a very old sound system and some children’s materials
that were probably twenty-five years old, but it was an answer to
prayer. Another church gave us an overhead projector for our wor-
ship lyrics, and fifty folding chairs. One of our families, Dave and
Laura Wismer, who had recently moved to the area following God’s
promptings, spent days building our children’s ministry tables and
benches. They were perfect, not because they were beautiful, but
because they were made with love. We were all set to have Sunday
morning services.

We had another problem—or so we thought. Advertising can
be very expensive. We had made some fliers and our handful of
families handed them out, but we wanted to reach the entire area
to let people know we were starting. God provided again. Bill, a
reporter for the local paper, asked if he could do a story on our new
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church plant. He thought we were crazy for coming to northern
Idaho with three months’ salary, buying houses, and starting with
four families. The circulation for the paper was about 25,000. The
article ran on the front page and coincided with our start-up date.
God had provided our advertising for free.

While all of the details for starting a Sunday morning service
were being worked out, we continued to meet in small groups. We
trained people who had never been involved in church before. We
did many things together, becominga family. When someone was
missing, we called to make sure they were okay. When someone
was in the hospital, we visited. When someone was sick, we made
meals. We celebrated together whenever there was something to
celebrate.

AN OFFICIAL BEGINNING

On October 18, 1998, we had our official first service. It was
a glorious day—and everything that could go wrong did. We had
a single guitar, a bad sound system, ministry equipment that was
built by hand, homemade signs, and bulletins that looked ama-
teurish. It may not have looked good, but we had the Lord, each
other, big dreams, and most of all, we had a simple biblical plan
that was reproducible. We had 142 people show up that Sunday.
Forty of them were visitors from out of the area who had come
to support us. Most were my youth group kids from our previous
church in Oregon.

We were encouraged, our relationships with the Lord were
growing stronger with each step of faith we took. In the next year,
we continued to care for our sheep. We never stopped meeting
together. We were bold. Our small groups grew, and God blessed
us with a few hundred new converts.

We continued to trust God for our needs. After that first year, we
had grown to about five hundred people. We needed three services.
The cinema we met in was having a lot of financial struggles, and
we weren't sure how much longer we would be able to meet there.
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We could not afford to buy or build a building, and renting was
out of the question because everything was too expensive. Most
of our congregants were new to the faith and just learning to trust
the Lord with their finances.

We prayed, and another miracle happened. I received a call from
an organization that specialized in helping growing churches and
church plants. I remember the call like it was yesterday. The man
said, “Hello, my name is Doug. You don’t know me, but we have
heard about your church. We want to fly up next week, and help
you buy property, and build you a building”

I remember thinking, You are from California and you want to
buy us a building? Yeah, right. What do you really want?

They were not kidding. One week later, they flew up and helped
us purchase thirty-three acres. I wasn’t thrilled about the amount
of land; it seemed like way too much. The biggest church I had
known had owned five acres, and that was plenty. They said that
the price was right, so buy it. I wasn’t thrilled about the location
of the land either, but at that point I didn’t care where it was, as
long as we were going to have a place of our own. Later, we found
out that the new high school was going in across the street. We
also found out that the highway corridor would become the most
sought-after land in the area, and we were right in the middle of it.
Looking back, I realize that I was just along for the ride. Dougand
his organization helped us design the plans for a building and get
it built. I remember telling them there was no way we could pay
them back. They agreed that it would take awhile. He assured me,
“At some point you will be able to, and when you can, you will.”

It was unbelievable! When we were six months from completion
of the new building, we moved into the Post Falls Middle School
gymnasium and waited for our building to be completed. I used
to go into our building while it was being built and stand in awe
of what God was doing.

Meanwhile, God added to our numbers daily. Finally, the new
building was completed. When our church was just two years old,
we had a beautiful 25,000-square-foot building. Soon after mov-
ing in, we had a new problem. Actually, it was becoming a routine
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issue, which kept us on our toes. After only six weeks in the new
building, we grew from 850 people to 1,600. A year later we had
2,300 people in five services. In three years, God had grown His
new church from four families to 2,300 people!

THE CROSSROADS

During this time, the pressure of such rapid and tremendous
growth was incredible. We believed in a specific style of ministry.
We had a system we all had bought into. We believed our people
should be shepherded. If someone was missing, we should call.
We believed in relational discipleship. When someone came to
the Lord, they needed someone to walk with them; they needed
to be taught. When someone was sick, we needed to be there to
pray and to help.

We had always done things in small groups, because this was the
only place that could provide the care we felt people needed. The
truth was, we had grown so fast that the relational infrastructure
we had created could not keep up. We had leaders with little sup-
portor accountability. We had people with little training. We kept
rebuilding systems to support our current numbers, but by the
time we were ready to implement these new structures, they were
useless; the church had already outgrown them. We were always
shooting at a moving target.

We were overwhelmed. The largest church any of us had ever
been in was three hundred. None of us had ever done what we
were doing. I had never been a senior pastor. Aaron had never
led a youth group. Brandon had never been in charge of small
groups. Lydia had never been a women’s minister. Most of our
elders had never been elders before. I can remember getting ex-
asperated and thinking, What in the world was God thinking?
How had we gotten ourselves into this mess? It is one thing to
handle growth when you are ready to deal with it—when you
have the experience and a workable plan. We were in way over
our heads!
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We had a value system that drove everything we did. We believed
in relationship and shepherding—in discipling those we won to the
Lord. We believed in secking out the missing. I remember the last
week I called 4// the families that had been missing from church
that week. I made 162 phone calls. I know I looked beat when I
came into the office on that Thursday.

One of the staff said, “What’s up with you?” I explained I had
finally called all the people and 70w I had to write a sermon. His
question: “Why are you doingall of that?” I told him that a pastor
is supposed to pastor his people. My co-worker said something that
still sticks with me. He said, “No, your job is to make sure people
are pastored. You always talk about raising up people to do what
you do; now let us do what you do.” Our team realized that we
were at a crossroads.

Each team member had to make a decision. I was beat; our staff
was exhausted. We had a choice to make. If all we looked at were
the numbers, we'd say the success was killing us. But we knew in
our hearts this wasn’t success. We were on our way to losing. We
were becoming a show.

I called in our leaders and said, “Here are our choices. There is
only so much money and time. We have to make a decision. We
are at a Y in the road. We can cither spend our money and time
creating a show in order to keep these people entertained, or we
can attempt things we have never done here before.” I reminded
them that our success had not come because of a show; we had
never had the right equipment or a full-time worship person. It
had come because God blessed us in our obedience to His Word,
just as He promised. From church discipline to shepherding His
sheep, to raising up new leaders to pastor others, we had purposed
to follow Christ’s example.

Since two of our church values were to raise up leaders and to
pastor our people, we had to make a decision. If we could not or
would not do this anymore, then we had to change our church’s
purposes, which we had written on the wall and in our weekly
bulletin. It had become obvious that we could not do it the way
we had done it anymore.
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I put the decision before them. Did they want the show, or did
they want to do what we said we would do in the beginning? If
we chose to continue on the course we started, it would have to
be in a whole new way.

Each had to make a decision. I knew what they would choose.

We had been under alot of pressure to become more professional
on Sunday mornings. Some had wanted us to try to find ways to
hire people to lead the arts and worship. They wanted us to spend
a lot of money on equipment and focus on becoming like many
of the large churches in the US.

We decided to spend money, but not in the way that some would
have liked. We thought for sure that our next move would slow
down the growth. We actually thought we would lose several hun-
dred people. However, we prayed and followed the way we felt
God wanted.

The next Sunday, as a leadership team we stood in front of our
people and explained our dilemma. We outlined the two options,
reminded them what we had believed since the beginning, and told
them what choice we had made. We would not seek to be like other
big churches. We honestly shared our hearts and our convictions,
and we let them know we were tired and needed their help if we
were to be successful in the next step.

Then, we shared the plan. We would become completely small
groups driven. We would spend our money on pastors who could
disciple and release, rather than hire people who focused on the
worship service. We would deemphasize the show and focus on
shepherding, discipleship, and relationship. We let them know they
would have to step up and become ministers, not spectators—after
all, this church is called Real Life Ministries (RLM), and we must
all be ministers. The people went nuts. They gave us a standing
ovation!

In two weeks we grew another five hundred people. “Boy, did
that backfire!” we laughed. Only it really wasn’t funny.

We pulled people right out of the crowd. We called them to step
up and take their rightful place as ministers in the Lord’s work,
and they did. Now it was our job to get them trained. Again God
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provided. Jim and Christy Blazin were invaluable in helping us put
together training for these new leaders.

We organized our congregation into smaller church communities
and put a staff pastor in charge of each community. The pastor was
responsible for training volunteer coaches, who would each support
a handful of small group leaders. These small group leaders were
trained to be pastors of their groups.

We then trained our people to go to their small group leaders
with their problems rather than go to the staff first. The leaders
would work within a support network, referring those who needed
additional help to those better qualified or equipped to handle
specific situations when necessary.

We concentrated on building leaders. Instead of merely feed-
ing those who had been Christians for years but had never really
grown up, we were going to force those who stuck around to grow
up and serve.

We would be taking a chance. We knew that. Most of these men
and women had never done anything but sit in a church pew, if
they had been in church at all. Most had no training, no history
of service, and certainly no experience in church leadership. We
recognized that most of those we would put into leadership had
only been Christians for a short time or came from a church that
had taught nothing about real discipleship, but we were determined
to do the unthinkable. We would release them, rather than control
them. With our community structure, we would not only provide
accountability for the group leaders, we would turn this group of
people into an army.

A LOOK AT THE EARLY CHURCH

During this time I had been reading the first few chapters of
Acts in a new way. I was thinking about what starting a church
must have been like for them. In the upper room, on the day of

Pentecost, there were 120 people. By the end of the day 3,000 had
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gathered. What did the disciples do? How did they handle what
must have been such utter chaos and confusion?

Some people glorify the early church instead of the Christ they
represented. They say, “Wow! I wish we could be like the early
church” Sometimes we forget that the early church had problems
from the beginning too.

I began to look deeper. While the leaders had seen crowds dur-
ing their time with Jesus, 3,000 new converts in one day must have
been overwhelming and terrifying. The early church had leaders
who were completely green too, leaders who had never actually
led. A closer look showed people fighting about who was going to
serve the widows, people vying for power, and people distorting the
Scriptures. Every letter written to the new churches was written to
combat confusion over gifts, salvation, or Judaism. The letters told
the adults, who were acting like children, to knock it off!

The early church was organized chaos.

AsIcontinued to study, I remember thinking, I'see us in here! We
can relate to these circumstances. We understand being overwhelmed.
It gave me a picture of what we could look like. If God could use
green, confused people in the first century, He could do it here
and now.

We determined to keep trying and trust the Lord to lead us far-
ther and cover our mistakes. We would pray, and the Lord would
show us where we needed to be and how we needed to change. Ifa
group leader failed, God would bring it to our awareness. If some-
one tried to cause division, the Holy Spirit would help us stop it.
As people stepped up and inevitably made mistakes, as we all had,
we would gently shepherd them. We would give them instruction
and grace, dusting them off when they fell and sending them out
again—wiser from the failure. When it came right down to it, what
choice did we have?

We are called to lead as God defines it; it is God who makes
the church grow. We hadn’t manufactured anything. When we
looked around, we wondered how this had happened. There was
no sign in front of our building, no property along the freeway for
all to notice, not even a correct address in the phone book. Our
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gadgets either didn’t work or were handled by people who didn’t
really know how to use them. We had a volunteer worship leader
and no full-time children’s ministry person. We were plugging the
holes as fast as we could.

This was clearly not a textbook church plant. God was sending
people by the thousands. It was extremely humbling. We had more
than five hundred first-time decisions for Jesus Christ in a year, not
to mention all the recommitments.

In this little town of 10,000, within a twenty-five-mile radius
of almost 100,000 people, God was growing a church—and plant-
ing a philosophy that is reproducible, no matter what gadgets and
technology we had or didn’t have.

THE ADJUSTMENTS

We knew we had to do something immediately. The first thing
we did was to move out of our new building and turn it into the
children’s ministry area. We had outgrown it in one year. We had
five services and were turning away people at the peak attendance
hours. So we moved our worship services into the new high school
across the street. The folks at the high school were gracious to us
and broke their own six-month-limit rule because we were involved
in the community and did things like provide school supplies and
clothing for underprivileged kids.

We moved for many reasons. The foyer had come to resemble a
mosh pit before and after services. Our children’s ministry could
not squeeze one more child in. It could easily take thirty minutes
to park and then even longer to get inzo the building. New and
unsaved people were turning around and going home. We watched
them in frustration as they circled the parkinglot in their cars and
left. We wanted to reduce the number of weekly services because
our staff was exhausted.

As our people grew in their ability to minister and lead, we felt
ready to hire people who could help us in our weekend services.
We hired a full-time children’s minister and a worship minister.
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We started construction on a bigger building. Most importantly,
we trained more and more laypeople to minister in our newly de-
veloped small group structure. We later learned that what we had
come up with was called the metachurch model. It would have been
nice to know someone had already developed it.

We added one truly new component. We developed a way
to track our people’s attendance in services and small groups.
We wanted to know that our people were okay. We called it the
C.A.R.E. Tool—Caring for All, Reaching Everyone. It took co-
operation from our people and a computer system that could track
attendance. God provided Jack Lawlor, a talented man, to design
this invaluable tool.

When I tell this story, many pastors ask, “Why would you want
to call all your people when they are not there?” My response is,
“Why wouldn’t you?” Pastors are to shepherd their people. When
ashepherd looks at the sheep, he watches the outside edges. Those
in the middle are presumably okay, but it is around the edges that
the wolves attack or the sheep can stray or get lost. Keeping tabs
on church and small group attendance is a way to care for those
who have joined our team and decided to be connected.

People don’t want to be a number. People want to be loved and
affirmed and trained. A good shepherd chases the strays because
he loves them. If they get away, it won’t be because he simply let
them go.

Many pastors say, “There is no way I can do that with the num-
bers of people T have!” T have to agree, but as  had to learn, our job
is to train leaders to have the heart of a shepherd. If we build up
godly leaders who will pastor and disciple more leaders, together
we can get it done.

LOOKING BACK

Aswe implemented the system, our church took off again. Since
then, our small groups have exploded in numbers and effectiveness.
When we first began, many of our group leaders were only able
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to limp along, inexperienced. But every year they have become
increasingly more effective in their service to the Lord.

When we first started, we put whoever we could find into
leadership. Now, our leaders are coming from within the system.
Our apprentices see a model to follow, and they are following and
implementing our values. Our most effective small group leaders
often became community coaches of six to ten small group leaders.
Some have become elders in our church and others have come on
staff. We just recently hired three more men, who developed in our
system, to head whole communities.

God led us to start a church across the Washington border. All
of the staff for this new plant, except one, came from within our
system. Matt King, the senior pastor of this church, recommitted
his life to Christ in our church. He started as a small group leader
and is now the pastor of a church of more than one thousand.

We have made colossal mistakes, but God is in the business of
making something great out of what we’ve broken.

LOOKING AHEAD

Our system works on paper, but a funny thing happens when you
add people to the process. I often say, “Everyone has a mouth, and
wherever there is a mouth, there is a problem waiting to happen.”
It’s important to have the expectation of always trying, not always
succeeding. Despite our failures, God is amazing. Our attendance
grew to more than 8,000 in eight years. After only one year in our
newest building, we needed to remodel. The next year we added
services, brought in portable classrooms, did a church plant, ran
different locations, and started to plan for another building and
more church plants.

As we have grown, we have been able to purchase some of the
things that many people think a church is supposed to have—like
sound equipment, a light system, computers for the staff. I am not
sure if having them has been worth the trouble. In retrospect , they
may have been more of a distraction. Having stuff has not increased
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our rate of growth, but some gadgets save time and are great conve-
niences, and for that I'm grateful.

I wonder if some church leader will come visit us and think,
“This is not reproducible; we don’t have the money for a building
like this or these fancy video projectors.” If they look at the surface,
I am afraid they will believe this stuff is how we got where we are.
They would be sorely mistaken. I am afraid at times some of our
people will take pride in this stuff. They may come to expect it, to
rely on it. They may begin to invite their friends to “come see our
stuff. It’s quite the show!” I pray that if the stuff gets in the way,
the Lord will take it away.

God has indeed worked here at Real Life Ministries. He loves
to use people who are clueless so He gets all the credit. It would
be foolish to say this story has happened as the result of any one
person. God wanted a church here and He acted. He is awesome!
He is holy. He is unstoppable. All we can do is hold on and pray.

The Lord has shown us some things throughout our journey. He
has shown us some principles that are reproducible. He has shown
us that we don’t need what many say is necessary to be a growing,
thriving church. God can use uneducated, simple people who just
use biblical principles of discipleship.

[am not saying that we shouldn’t use gadgets if they can help, or
that we should not have good worship music that is contemporary
and led by skilled people. All of these things are beneficial as long
as they serve the true vision of the church. I am saying that God
has shown us some things that can be used to grow His church in
ways that matter more than numbers can measure.

I believe a change is needed. The average church in America,
as it is currently put together, is failing. This book will challenge
you to rethink the box you were handed by those who taught you.
As aleader, you are God’s coach, and He wants to use you to lead
His team to victory. This book will also challenge you to discover
a “new” way to find true victory.
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