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Perhaps you've made a few New Year's resolutions for 2007. Have you considered resolutions for your church in the coming year? Maybe you've got that covered through a ministry map that you completed during the end of last year. That's great if you do. If you don't have a strategy why not consider making one.

I have the great privilege of observing many churches. Some of my perspective comes as a result of conducting church assessments, giving me an up close and personal view of individual congregations. Through these experiences certain common themes have crystallized in my thinking about what churches need to be doing so they can become healthier and more mission-focused. These are reflected in the following list of ten ways to improve your church in 2007. After reading my list why not take a few minutes to make your own list for the coming year. It doesn't have to be ten. In fact, that's probably too many. Maybe pick three of the most critical ones for your congregation. Establish a completion date for each and start working on them for the coming year. Here are my top ten:

1. Make prayer a high priority. I believe prayer is fundamental to the life of the congregation, but because it is so basic, so essential, it can easily be taken for granted and given low priority. Consider holding a congregational prayer summit over a weekend. Schedule two 24-hour prayer vigils at strategic times in the coming year. Pray for specific ministry during the pastoral prayer time. Pray during board meetings; eschew perfunctory prayers. Gather for prayer prior to worship. Form a prayer team to pray during the service. Insure that public prayers give priority to confession of sin, reaching the lost, and meeting the needs of the surrounding community than other issues. 

2. Clarify vision and communicate it to the point of redundancy. For all the volume of materials written about vision the majority of churches lack it. Perhaps we have made vision too difficult. If your church doesn't have a vision simply make the commands of Jesus your marching orders. Start with the Great Commission, the easiest command to quote and the most challenging to implement. Communicate the vision to the point of redundancy and the congregation just might start to embrace it at the point you get tired of talking about it.

3. Develop an outward focus. A lack of an outward focus is the result of having lost the mission Jesus calls His Body to accomplish. His mission is clear: go and make disciples. Developing an outward focus begins with confession. Confession that we have been disobedient to Jesus' command, that we have placed His marching orders on the back burner, or simply ignored them. After confession comes renewed commitment to making the church's first order of business reaching the world for Christ, one person at a time. This level of commitment requires a renewal of the heart of the church, developing a love for the lost like that of the Father who gave His Son to the world. As the church develops an outward focus it will shift its energies and resources towards ministries that result in conversions and discipleship. 

4. Simplify structure. Too many churches continue to operate with multiple layers of management. Permission withholding is the norm. Committee meetings consume time and talent that should be expended in hands-on ministry. Pastoral leadership is blocked. The pastor's role is relegated to that of chaplain. The Region recommends that churches move to a simplified one-board system based on a modified John Carver model. The pastor is given permission to lead by wedding responsibility with authority while holding the pastor accountable for measurable goals. Ministry teams are formed to conduct the ministries of the church. The result? You will spend more time in ministry and less time in committee meetings. (For more information on this structural format contact the Region office.)

5. Start a new worship service designed to connect with a younger generation. In most contexts young adults in their twenties and thirties will not relate to traditional worship services, including blended worship styles. Many of the older generation are heavily vested in traditional worship and block efforts to change their worship service. If your church is really serious about reaching younger adults and families you have two choices: 1) radically alter your present service, OR 2) add a new worship service designed to reach a younger generation. I suggest adding a new worship service and improving the quality of your more traditional service. Turn it into a "classic" service. 

6. Create a Leadership development group. The Region has poured significant resources into developing the leadership skills of pastors through the launch of Leadership Learning Communities (LLCs), the Annual All Region Ministers Conference and other resources. It's my hope that every pastor will also develop a leadership core in his or her local congregation. Often I hear the complaint that there are not enough Godly, servant leaders in congregations. I believe have not because we train not. A pastor will seldom be taken to task for failing to develop leaders, yet, I believe leadership development in the local church should be a high priority for the pastor and staff. Prayerfully pull together a group of leaders and potential leaders. Pray with them. Pour your life in to them. Develop them into dynamic leaders. (The book The Leadership Baton is a helpful resource for launching this initiative.)

7. Support (or, develop) a New Church Plant project. There are not enough churches in the Northwest to keep pace with the population growth that we are experiencing. We need to multiply churches in order to more effectively multiply disciples. More people are reached for Christ through new churches than through established churches. It's almost always the case that a church that helps to launch a new church also becomes more outward focused. There are several ways to get involved in new church planting. Consider joining with other sister American Baptist Churches in launching a new church. Financially support one of the new churches being planted by the ABCNW. Pray about the possibility of becoming a multi-site congregation. New church planting emerges from a heart for kingdom expansion and prayerfully asking God to reveal where He wants the next new church to be planted.

8. Identify and develop fundamental ministry systems. Many churches struggle to grow because they have never developed the necessary systems that sustain growth. What systems am I referring to? Typically they fall into one of the following areas: evangelism, assimilation, disciple making, delivery of care, stewardship of life and money, leadership development, ministry deployment, and building maintenance. Systems development is about the creation of effective, repetitive processes that enable the church to achieve its ministry goals. Having a consistent system in each area increases efficiency and insures consistency. Systems are more about process than events though events may be part of the process. Identify missing systems and develop a simple plan to insure that your church has the basic systems needed to conduct consistent effective ministry.

9. Plan a mission project, locally or at a distance. Nothing gets people more excited about missions than being involved in some form of hands-on missions. Plan a mission trip to help one of our ABC missionaries abroad or in the USA. Or, conduct your own special mission project in your back yard. Celebrate and report the project in your worship services.

10. Launch a "support your pastor project." I say it all the time and I will say it again, this is the one of the most challenging of times to be a pastor. Our world is going through a major shift with cataclysmic implications for conducting ministry in an effective way. God has placed pastors at the helm to provide visionary direction for congregations as they navigate these shifts. This heavy responsibility increases the pressures that pastors feel. Launch a project within your church to support your pastor. Start with prayer. (There are great ideas in Maxwell's book, Partners in Prayer). Celebrate your pastor's anniversary date. Encourage your pastor with positive affirmations. Give your pastor an endless supply of Starbucks. Compensate your pastor fairly. Provide sufficient time for vacation and continuing education. Your church will be healthier for these gracious expressions of support, and so will be your pastor.
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