WHY WON’T MY CHURCH GROW?
By Paul Brown

Earlier this month, | officiated at a wedding in a beautiful United Methodist church in a rural county of
the state. Driving by, the church looks like it's pulled straight out of a picturesque New England land-
scape, complete with its white clapboard, bell tower, and stained glass. But hard times have fallen
on many of these once thriving congregations that dot the American countryside. During the re-
hearsal, a church member whispered a familiar lament — “We don’t have any children or young peo-
ple...Our older members are passing away...We try to reach out to the community, but worship at-
tendance keeps going down.” Later that night, | spoke to a member of a nearby Baptist congregation
who told me it’s not just a United Methodist problem: “All the churches around here are struggling to
keep their doors open.” In an age of church “metrics” and booming mega and multi-site churches,

members and pastors of many churches are left to wonder, “Why won’t my church grow?”

In the 19" and early

20™ centuries, Methodists
were some of the first to
organize churches in the
far flung reaches of the
fledgling American repub-
lic. Circuit riding preachers

weren’t afraid to travel

where no one else would
go, preaching the Gospel

not only in the cities, but in

isolated communities
tucked away in wooded mountains, barren deserts, and windswept prairies. Because of this evange-
listic fervor, today there are more United Methodist churches than there are post offices or McDon-
alds across America. But as membership has continued its decline (down 11% over the last dec-
ade), more and more United Methodists are choosing to drive to a limited number of large or
midsized congregations, leaving the vast maijority of churches behind. In an effort to address this cri-
sis, United Methodist leaders have been stressing church vitality and offering an abundance

of resources to help churches flourish once again.

Still, many pastors and lay members feel helpless to turn things around and can’t help but worry
about the future. Some think that their church’s location is the problem. Others dream of a young
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pastor who can bring in young families. Others hope that “contemporary” music will bring back folks

who’ve been turned off by traditional worship. | certainly can’t pretend to have all the answers to the
complex challenges facing most United Methodist churches today, but as a millennial pastor of a
growing congregation in a small town, here are a couple things I've been learning along the way:
Embrace Who You Are

There is no one-size-fits-all solution for church growth. Vibrant churches come in all shapes and siz-
es: big and small, inner city and backwoods, old school and hipster. Before trying to copy what
works for somebody else, it’s crucial to first understand and embrace your congregation’s unique
story and gifts. There’s nothing worse than watching an old, traditional United Methodist congrega-
tion try to be edgy and cool. My wife and | are both former fundamentalist Christians who fell in love
with the depth and beauty of traditional, liturgical worship in college. Chances are, if visitors walk into
a typical traditional looking United Methodist church that’'s been around for a hundred years, they're
not expecting it to be just like Elevation. In my town, there are other churches that do contemporary
worship really well, but we’ve found that there are plenty of folks — young and old — who are looking
to connect with God in a traditional church like ours. So before you throw out the hymnals, organ,
and pews, ask yourself — instead of trying to be something you're not, why not be the best version of
who you already are?

Believe in Your Mission

The mission of your church is not to maintain a building or avoid ever having to change. Your
church’s mission is to preach the good news of God’s love for the world through word, sacrament,
and deed. Sometimes, it seems like we think of outreach to the community as some kind of gimmick
or strategy for self-preservation — with the long range goal of boosting worship attendance or prop-
ping up a slumping budget. But our mission to feed the hungry, house the homeless, and care for
the hurting is not a means to an end, it is a reckless extension of God’s love that expects nothing in
return. “We love because God first loved us,” not “we love because we need new people to take our
place on the Staff Parish Committee.” A church that is more obsessed with its own survival than lov-
ing other people comes across as phony and desperate, ironically accelerating its ultimate demise.
Nobody wants to be part of a sinking ship or to sign up for a delusional quest to recreate a church’s
“glory days” from years gone by. But a church that actually believes in its mission, that is passionate
about recklessly sharing God’s love even in the face of death — that’s the kind of church that just
might rise again.

Rev. Paul Brown is the pastor of Central UMC in Canton, NC.
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