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St. Rahab Lutheran Church

Self-reported Life Cycle Measures

Birth  16.2

Growth 19.4

Maturity 19.0

Plateau  20.7

Decline  20.8

Dropout  22.0

Bureaucracy 14.9



Strongest Disagreement to questions  
_7__  7.  Our church uses our savings to pay the regular bills.

0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time

_1__  14. Our church receives outside support to keep the doors open.
0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time

_0__ 21. Our pastor used to be full time but has become bivocational.
0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time

_9__ 22. Congregational members often wonder “Who are we?” as a church.

0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time

_0__ 29. We often talk about our need for a new building to house our growing ministries.
0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time

_6__ 41. We often talk about how to keep the doors open.
0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time

_2__ 43. Attendance is higher than it has ever been.



Strongest Agreement to questions  

_40_ 49. We have fewer children and teens than we used to have.
0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time

_42_ 50. We have more senior citizens than any other group.
0. Not at all 1. Once in a while 2. Some of the time 3. Most of the time 4. All the time
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Strategies for Revitalization

Revitalization is a phase during which a 
congregation has reached and passed its peak 
in terms of members and resources. It is an 
early stage of decline that includes the Stasis, 
Tapering, and Preservation phases of vitality. 



Strategies for Revitalization

The key characteristics include a substantial 
decrease in the rate at which new members enter 
the congregation, a shift in focus from reaching 
new people to preserving the people who are 
already active in the congregation, new financial 
difficulties, a reduction in the number of people 
worshipping, and a growing sense that the 
congregation’s well-being is at risk. 



Strategies for Revitalization (cont.)

There are many and serious challenges facing congregations in this phase, 
including adapting the ministries and governance of the congregation to 
correspond with the shrinking human and financial resources available, 
militating against the natural tendency to turn more inward as the effects of 
decline become apparent

The key to addressing these challenges is found in recognizing and owning 
the challenges early in this stage. Most often this will require an outside 
individual or agency to assist the congregation in an in-depth assessment of 
their current strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. This process 
of assessment should result in a 3 – 5 year plan for restructuring and 
refocusing the congregation’s efforts.
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Strategies for Redevelopment

Redevelopment reflects conditions 
that are increasingly difficult to 
remedy and reverse. Congregations in 
this stage have often experienced 
long periods of decline and substantial 
changes in the communities in which 
they exist. 



Strategies for Redevelopment

Key characteristics include a high degree of 
isolation from the surrounding community, a small 
number of surviving members, and pastoral care 
provided by a retired pastor, a long-term vacancy 
pastor, or a series of ad hoc pastors. Worship 
attendees often commute from other areas. Funding 
for operations is typically provided by a handful of 
members, the dissolution of fixed assets, or by 
drawing on endowments. 



Strategies for Redevelopment (cont.)

Redevelopment is wrought with challenges. In many cases 
membership has declined to the point that there is no longer the 
critical mass of people needed to execute ministry. Many members 
are primarily concerned with preserving the congregation in order 
to have their own spiritual needs attended to. A common attitude 
among members is expressed (often subtly, sometimes overtly) as 
“All I care about is that my church outlives me.” 
Effecting change is often met with stiff resistance out of a fear that 
changes might focus ministry and resources away from the 
remaining members. Because those remaining members control 
congregational decision making, their resistance is effective and 
formidable. 



Strategies for Redevelopment (cont.)

Successful redevelopment is unlikely. However, it is not 
impossible. The key to effecting redevelopment in this 
context is in alleviating the fears of the congregation’s 
members and installing a sense of hope for the future of 
their congregation beyond themselves. It should be 
noted that “rebirthing,” “legacy churches,” and “restarts” 
are not revitalization efforts but are church planting 
strategies that involve closing an existing congregation 
in order to begin a new one. 



A review of what we have discussed

Like people, Congregations have a life cycle.

Unlike people, congregation life cycles can be 
reinvigorated. 

New life cycles are launched by a process of re-
examining congregational context and re-applying 
congregational resources to meet the new reality.

The further along the life cycle a congregation 
travels the more difficult it becomes to launch a new 
cycle of vision-focused efforts.



A review of what we have discussed

The further along the life cycle the greater the need 
for outside intervention.

Every congregation has a life-span but, like people, 
they have no pre-determined “expiration date”.  

We do not know how long we have left to serve, but 
we can choose what kind of servant we wish to be 
with whatever time we have remaining. 



Time for Q & A



Indications of Congregational Decline
Denial and Isolation – Church leaders are busy running 

programs for the faithful and making everyone as comfortable as 
possible. Dramatic loss of young or new members, decline in 
guests who return.

Anger – Awareness of situation moves pain past denial surfacing 
as anger and bullying, often with the pastor as the lightning rod.

Bargaining – Feelings of helplessness lead to “what if” or “if only” 
with the belief that a new program or ministry will be the solution.

Depression – majority of members are able to calculate the 
demise of the congregation. Primary hope is to be buried before 
the end.

Acceptance – Some leave, some withdraw. Most have developed 
an personal “exit strategy”.



Growth
Contagious Enthusiasm

Undeveloped 
Programs

Few Specific Ministries

Plateau
Vision, Creativity,  Creative Conflict, 

Vulnerability
Lack of Solutions, Willingness to Risk
Enough Funding, Leadership, Etc.

Dropout
Club Mentality, Busy but 
no energy, Efficient, Loss 

of mission, 

Bureaucracy
Rigid, Maintaining Turf, 

Suspicious, Structure is Supreme, 
Show me the Constitution

Lifecycle of a Congregation

Birth
Vision of Founder

High Energy, Insufficient 
Base

Maturity
Busy, High Energy

Focused on Programs
Unrealistic Idealism, Leader Burnout

Decline
Status Quo Culture, Continuity, 

Established Friendships, Unresponsive to 
New Opportunities, Unwilling to change

Death
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Strategies for Ongoing Renewal

The exact process of renewal will depend on many 
things, but don’t be fooled: all work of renewal and 
development is hard work. Choosing this path is not 
the “easy way out.”  This work will require a great deal 
of focused time and energy on the part of the 
congregational leadership. 

Most often a congregation will work with an outside 
coach or consultant to gain perspective on its current 
strengths and opportunities. 



Strategies for Ongoing Renewal (cont.)

 If a congregation chooses this option, it must realistically have 
the people and finances to give the process 3 to 5 years of 
focused and sustained effort. 

The direction and tasks chosen by the congregation should 
not be approached as being “alongside”, or in addition, to 
current efforts.  The process must be approached as a 
mandate to refocus the congregation’s resources and efforts 
to make disciples by engaging the nonchurched people in 
the community through their ministries and activities and to 
share the Gospel of Jesus Christ with them.
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Outside Intervention



Strategies for Outside Intervention

Once a congregation reaches this stage they no 
longer have the internal strength or resources to 
make changes substantial enough to impact the 
direction of the congregation.  Their energy is 
focused on efforts to forestalling closure. 

Most often congregations in this phase will chose to 
merge with another congregation, providing a 
legacy of their resources in an effort to birth a new 
ministry effort to the next generation. 



Strategies for Outside Intervention (cont.)
Sometimes the District will assist their efforts by working with them 

to evaluate the possibilities for new ministry forms from the current 
location.  If such intervention is thought to be possible the  
congregation will be asked to suspend their current constitution, 
and give leadership to a constellation leadership team made up of 
people from inside and outside of the congregation. This team will 
be responsible for ministry to the current members while 
developing renewed efforts to establish outreach in the community.

Outside intervention is not a requirement for congregations in this 
stage, however without intervention the efforts of the district will be 
primarily focused on assisting the congregation work through the 
steps and stages of closure.


