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C h a p t e r  1

Why You Should Have Hope 
for Your Church

AMAZON.

The name evokes the spectrum of emotions.
For some, the name means an incredible selection of 

resources, unparalleled delivery, amazing customer service, and 
convenience not known just a decade or so ago. Amazon is 
what’s right with the world. It’s the embodiment of the future 
and the hope for society. If we are truly living in a material 
world, Amazon is king, queen, and crown prince of this world.

For others, the name evokes fear, distrust, and a disquiet-
ing sense of unfairness. You loathe Amazon, particularly if you 
make the fatal mistake to compete with the beast. The creature 
devours mom-and-pop stores. It disrupts industry after indus-
try. It has the unfair advantage of hordes of cash and the favored 
status of countless government entities.
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If you are in the former category, you shout exclamations of 
joy every time the box with the smile arrives at your porch. You 
celebrate one less trip and futile shopping effort to the mall. You 
express glee when your shipping charge is zero. Nothing. Nada. 
After all, you are part of the elect; you have Amazon Prime™.

But if you are in the latter category, you tremble with fear 
with each new Amazon pronouncement. They are the modern-
era Langoliers, but they consume businesses instead of time. 
They are relentless, uncaring, and unforgiving. If you get in 
their way, you will be consumed. If you are fortunate, they will 
purchase you at a deep market value discount. Either way, you 
will cease to exist.

I admit my own schizophrenia with Amazon. I have been a 
customer of Amazon so long, I actually received a handwritten 
thank you note for being such a good customer many years ago. 
I was a Prime member before Prime membership was cool. And, 
as a confessing introvert, I absolutely love shopping without 
people around. As a consumer, I really do like Amazon.

But I have been on the other side of Amazon. They have 
been my competitor. The company I have led is not that small. 
We have a half-billion dollars in annual revenue and 5,000 
employees. But we are gnats compared to the giant. In fact, I 
seriously doubt Jeff Bezos knows my name or my company. I 
have had to lead my organization to confront the stark reali-
ties of the massive Amazon. I know the challenges. I know the 
angst.
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Hope in the Amazon World

We all know at least parts of the story of Amazon. Jeff 
Bezos started the company on July 5, 1994. One day after 
Independence Day, he began the organization upon which 
many of us would pledge our dependence. At its onset, Amazon 
was an online bookstore. Storing books in a garage, Bezos saved 
us a trip to the local bookstore. In the past quarter century, 
Amazon has entered so many industries and offered so many 
services, we’ve lost count of them. And in an amazing turn of 
events, Amazon has become the largest provider of cloud com-
puting services in the world.

But Amazon started as an Internet bookstore. Amazon 
started in Bezos’s garage. So, if any industry should be afraid 
of Amazon, it should be the book retailers, right? For certain, 
many of the big chains have felt the wrath of the Amazon 
power. Try to find a Borders bookstore in your town, and you 
will understand.

But something amazing has taken place in the shadow of 
the seemingly omnipotent Amazon: Independent bookstores are 
not only surviving, many are thriving. 

This reality has flown under the radar of most observers. I 
guess most of us assumed the “indie” stores were long gone. Not 
so. To the contrary, it is a thriving industry. Dozens of articles 
are now surfacing about this resurgent and resilient business.

So what did the indies do? 
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They did not try to compete directly with Amazon. They 
did not offer Prime™. They did not sell a gadzillion books. 
They did not offer free shipping. And they did not offer endless 
streaming videos for you and your family to consume.

But they did connect with their communities. They did have 
fun events that reflected the hopes and dreams of those who lived 
nearby. They offered intensely personal services, not innately 
digital services. They curated their books so the consumer could 
better understand what was available. And they responded with 
new local ideas instead of new data-driven algorithms. 

I know. This book is about churches, not Amazon. It’s 
about reaching our community, not selling our books. 

But I’m guessing you are understanding the reason for this 
early excursion. I think you get why I am writing about inde-
pendent bookstores in a book about churches.

The main reason is to provide hope. And a close corollary 
is to demonstrate how that hope is actually played out in local 
congregations just like yours.

The Hope around Us

How many times have I heard such statements?

“We can’t compete with the megachurch in our town!”
“A new church was started two blocks from us. We’ve got 

plenty of churches without them!”
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“The church brought another one of their campuses near 
us. It’s totally unethical what they are doing.”

“We can’t reach young families. They all go to the big 
church that has all the children’s and student stuff.”

“We don’t have the money or the people the other churches 
have.”

To answer my own question, I have heard comments like 
those hundreds, if not thousands, of times. They are statements 
of hopelessness. They are statements of despair. They are state-
ments of defeat. They are statements of fear.

And to be fair, I get it. Those are not delusional statements. 
They are statements based upon the real and painful experi-
ences of countless church members and church leaders. These 
church leaders don’t want to feel this way. They desire to break 
out of the mediocrity of the same, lame, and tame existence 
of their churches. They want to make a difference. They want 
their churches to make a difference.

They want to know if there is hope. God’s hope. God’s 
possibilities.

And the answer is an unequivocal “yes!” 
I do not make such a bold statement without basis. First, 

and above all, God is not done with your church. He put your 
church in your location for a reason. Do you really think He 
does not desire your church to become a potent force for Him 
in your community?
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Second, I make the statement based upon the stories 
of other churches. I have seen too many so-called hopeless 
churches become turnaround churches. I have seen congrega-
tions defy all the doom-and-gloom prognosticators. I have seen 
churches spit in the face of the objective facts that say it can’t 
be done.

I call these turnaround churches “scrappy churches.”

Scrappy Churches and the Football Team

I like the word scrappy. It brings back memories of my high 
school football team. Yes, I know. I’m taking a trip to antiquity. 
But the memories of Johnny are vivid even today. 

Johnny was our quarterback. He really got the position by 
default. We had no one who could throw the ball within ten 
yards of the intended receiver except Johnny. But we didn’t have 
a lot of confidence in him as we began to go through the gruel-
ing two-a-day practices in the sweltering summer heat.

Johnny had never played quarterback. We won two out of 
ten games the previous year. The local pundits were wagering 
(yes, they really had a betting pool) we wouldn’t win a game. 
After all, we were a lousy team the previous year without a 
proven quarterback. Why should anyone give us a chance this 
year?

But Johnny was scrappy. He worked relentlessly. He memo-
rized the playbook for the quarterback. It was the most difficult 
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playbook on the team. He ran hard. He exercised hard. He was 
determined he would not be defeated for lack of effort.

The rest of us on the team were inspired by Johnny. We 
became scrappy players just like him. We had an offensive 
lineman who weighed 160 pounds, but he was unbelievable 
with his blocking skills. He went against guys who weighed 70 
pounds more than he did, and he took them to task.

One of our linebackers, weighing a similar 160 pounds, was 
a machine at tackling. He would not be deterred.

What about me? I know you are dying to ask. I was the 
tailback on the team, which meant I accounted for about 90 
percent of the running plays. You can stop snickering now. It’s 
true. The previous year I had been moved from linebacker to 
running back because I intercepted a pass and ran it for a touch-
down. The coach thought if I could run that fast, I should be 
a running back.

So, I went from a total beginner to finishing fourth in the 
state in rushing and making the honorable mention all-state 
team. I even had a couple of scholarship offers at small colleges.

We became a scrappy team because we had a scrappy leader.
The other teams were bigger.
The other teams were faster.
The other teams were more athletic.
But we beat most of the other teams. We made it to the 

quarterfinals of the state playoffs.
We were scrappy. Johnny showed us how to be scrappy.
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Undoubtedly, whether you’re a Boomer, Gen Xer, or 
Millennial, you’ve seen the legendary 1993 film Rudy. Based on 
a true story, Rudy Ruettiger was a dyslexic, underweight boy 
who belonged to a family of Notre Dame football fanatics. In 
the Ruettiger household, there was no higher allegiance than 
to the Fighting Irish. After high school graduation, because of 
low grades—surely due in no small part to his dyslexia—Rudy’s 
application to the University of Notre Dame was denied. 

But even if he had been accepted, what were the chances a 
5’6” 160-lb. kid from Joliet, Illinois, was going to play football 
for the mighty Irish anyway? The deck was stacked against him. 

Rudy did not give up. He ignored convention. Rudy 
attended nearby community college Holy Cross and was 
accepted at Notre Dame two years later. Not only that, and 
you know how the story goes by now, Rudy’s scrappiness off 
the field translated onto the field, and Rudy suited up for his 
childhood dream as a walk-on.

So, you are undoubtedly asking, what does a scrappy 
church really look like? Let’s take a look.

Scrappy Church: God’s Power at Work

Scrappy.
Feisty.
Tenacious.
Determined.
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Dogged.
Persistent.
You get the picture. 
These churches have leaders and members who refuse to 

give up. To the contrary, they have people in the congregation 
who truly believe the best days of the church are in the very 
near future. Sure, they have their frustrations. But they see the 
power of God working every week in their church. They are 
excited about both the present and the future. They don’t see 
limitations; they see God’s possibilities.

Kent is a pastor in upstate New York. He was warned by 
many people not to consider going to the church seven years 
ago. But he decided to listen to God rather than the naysayers. 
You see, Kent talked with several of the members as he was con-
sidering his call to pastor the church. His words are memorable, 
if not powerful.

“The church was in a tailspin,” he began. “In its so-called 
glory days, the attendance almost reached 300. When I began 
talking to the church, it was closer to 100.”

Then Kent began talking to some of the leaders. He was 
amazed. Totally amazed.

Beth had been at the church for more than forty years. “She 
began to share the opportunities to connect in the community. 
She knew everyone, and she had a plan for how the church 
could minister to them,” Kent said. “Her vision was powerful 
and compelling.”
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He had another incredible conversation with Milt. He 
had been at the church for less than three years, but Milt too 
was excited about the possibilities. “Milt really understood the 
neighborhood around the church,” Kent told us. “He may not 
be an expert in demographics, but he has an intuitive sense 
about the immediate area. I could really see God working in 
his ideas.”

“Okay, Kent,” we asked, “were there any pessimists in the 
bunch? After all, the church had declined by nearly 70 percent. 
Were all the conversations so rosy?”

Kent chuckled, “Of course not. There were a lot of defeated 
people in the church. There were some who told me outright 
that the church probably would not survive. Yeah, the hope-
ful ones were in the minority, but they were a God-powered 
minority!”

A God-powered minority. You’ve got to love it. 
I guess you might expect to hear about the immediate 

turnaround of this church. Well . . . not exactly. Listen to Kent 
tell the story:

“The first three years were pretty tough,” he said 
frankly. “I have a lot of emotional scars from those 
early days. But God would not let the vision we had 
die. By year four we began to see some real turnaround. 
Now in my eighth year, we are truly a force for the 
kingdom in our community. We are almost as big as 
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the church was in the glory days, approaching three 
hundred in attendance. But our turnaround is more 
than numbers. It’s much more than numbers.” 

We could park on Kent’s story the rest of this book, but 
we have a bigger purpose. We want you to hear from hundreds 
of scrappy churches. We want you to see what God is doing in 
places where most have given up. We want you to hear the col-
lective story instead of an isolated piece of hope here and there.

Before we go further, let’s look at the “before and after” of 
the scrappy churches. Let’s see six of the incredible transitions 
they made, transitions that defied the conventional wisdom 
that said it couldn’t be done.

Transition 1: Excuses to Ownership

Fred serves a church near the Metroplex of Dallas. There 
is no shortage of people in the area. But Fred admits he started 
his leadership at the church with a ton of excuses.

“I didn’t realize how excuse-driven I was,” Fred told us. 
“For a few months I was pretty pumped about my leadership 
opportunity. The church was landlocked in an older neighbor-
hood, and it had declined from around 275 in attendance to 
130 the past ten years. I guess I thought I could just go in and 
lead a turnaround. I had never served as the lead pastor of a 
church, always in another staff position. And I was arrogant 
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enough to believe I could do things so much better than the 
pastors I served under and all the pastors who preceded me at 
my church.”

He paused. “But I was wrong,” Fred admitted. “Dead 
wrong.”

The church had a minor spike in attendance for about six 
months, then it resumed its pattern of decline. 

So how did Fred respond?
“Excuses,” he said flatly. “A bunch of excuses.”
He began to reflect on the excuses. “I couldn’t compete 

with the larger churches. That was my first excuse. Sure, they 
had more programs to offer than we did. I heard that specifi-
cally from members who left. They went where the action was.”

He continued, “My next excuse was my neighborhood. 
It was transitioning in two ways. First, it had mostly transi-
tioned to families with a lower income than the members of 
the church. Almost all those who attended were driving several 
miles to get to church. Second, some of the homes were being 
sold to higher-income families who were remodeling them. I 
would learn later the name of that transition was gentrification.”

So Fred’s church had seen lower-income residents move 
into the neighborhood for several years. Then a new trend 
developed where higher-end residents were populating the area.

“That’s right,” he affirmed. “I had excuses both ways. 
We couldn’t reach the lower-income residents at first, then 
we couldn’t reach the higher-income residents. I was making 
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myself the victim of the Goldilocks syndrome. We had no 
chance unless the income of the residents was ‘just right.’”

The church is now on a healthy path. Yes, the congregation 
still has challenges, but the trajectory is really encouraging. We 
asked Fred what precipitated the turnaround.

“God just woke me up,” he responded. “In my prayer time, 
I began to realize I was leaning on excuses instead of leaning on 
God. He put my church at this address for a reason. He put me 
here for a reason. I decided to take responsibility for the leader-
ship God gave me. I decided to move beyond excuses. My new 
attitude was the beginning of the turnaround.”

Indeed. That was the beginning of the turnaround.

Transition 2: Obstacles to Allies

Leading a church would be a lot easier if we didn’t have to 
deal with people.

The sentence is cliché, but it’s true. Dealing with people is 
a messy business.

Not only do we have to deal with people in churches, we 
have to lead them and love them. It’s the loving them part that 
can be really difficult.

Church members can be critics. Church members can be 
bullies. Church members can be undependable. Church mem-
bers can be fickle.



14 Scrappy Church

To be fair, those church members are more the exception 
than the rule; but it doesn’t take too many difficult church 
members to make our ministry really messy. The apostle Paul 
told us how to respond to difficult church members as he was 
dealing with the members at the church at Corinth. Right after 
he gave us a beautiful metaphor of members of the church being 
like members of the body (1 Cor. 12), he wrote these words to 
remind us about how we should treat each other:

Love is patient, love is kind. Love does not envy, is not 
boastful, is not arrogant, is not rude, is not self-seeking, 
is not irritable, and does not keep a record of wrongs. 
(1 Cor. 13:4–5)

Do you get that? We are to love the members of the church 
without condition. They are not our obstacles. They should be 
our allies.

Patrick serves as a pastor in Oklahoma. It took him a while 
to understand that God gave us the members in our churches 
for a reason. They are members of the body of Christ. They are 
to be our allies, and we are to love them.

“When I realized God gave our church the members we 
had for a reason,” he said, “it changed my perspective. I started 
asking them to tell me their stories. I asked them about their 
dreams for the church. I would then ask them how we could 
work together to reach God-given dreams for our church.”
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Patrick stared ahead for a moment in deep thought. He 
continued, “That was the key to our transition, I believe. God 
gave me a new heart for our members. They were no longer my 
obstacles. They were a part of the dream for the church. Our 
church really began to dream again.”

Transition 3: Limitations to Abundance

Your church has everything it needs. Really. Let me put it 
another way. God has given your church all the resources you 
need to move forward.

You have enough money.
You have enough people.
You have adequate facilities.
You have enough people to reach.
You have the right aged people in your church.
It does you absolutely no good to complain that you don’t 

have sufficient resources. It does you no good to imagine how 
much easier or better your church would be if you just had 
something else. A mind-set of limitations creates a limitation 
on your leadership.

You know this verse, don’t you? “And my God will supply 
all your needs according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus” 
(Phil. 4:19). Of course you do. But do you believe it for the 
church you lead? Do you think the Bible is applicable to other 
churches and leaders, but not your church and your leadership?
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Your church has everything God says you need to move 
forward. You have everything you need to lead forward. Be a 
leader who truly believes in God’s abundance rather than your 
perceived limitations.

Transition 4: Despair to Joy

“I entered vocational ministry with some naiveté,” Marcus 
told us, “but I had a lot of joy. I was really excited about serving 
God’s church. I don’t know exactly when I started surrender-
ing my joy to life’s circumstances, but I know it happened. I 
let the underbelly of church life bring me down. I focused on 
the negatives more often than not. My whole perspective and 
attitude stunk!”

Marcus remembers specifically his shift in attitude. He 
was studying the book of Philippians and read these words 
in Philippians 4:4, 8: “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say 
it again: Rejoice! . . . Finally brothers and sisters, whatever is 
true, whatever is just, whatever is lovely, whatever is commend-
able—if there is any moral excellence and if there is anything 
praiseworthy—dwell on these things.”

“It hit me like a ton of bricks,” Marcus exclaimed. “I was 
dwelling on the wrong things. I was focusing on the negatives 
rather than what God wants me to dwell on. That was a major 
attitude shift for me. It was amazing to watch the church follow 
my lead with a similar joyful attitude.”
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We heard statements like Marcus’s again and again: “That 
was a major attitude shift for me.” It seems like many of the 
scrappy churches had leaders who decided they would be 
scrappy in God’s power.

Transition 5: Fear to Courage

“My name is Roger, and I was a coward.” Roger smiled as 
he recited those words to us. He was remembering how he had 
become frozen with fear as pastor of the church. The scenario 
occurred four years earlier as Roger celebrated his fifty-fifth 
birthday.

“No, I didn’t celebrate my birthday at all,” he confessed. 
“I had heard from too many of my peers that another church 
would never consider me after I turned fifty-five. I felt stuck. 
Even worse, I began to live in fear.”

Roger was in his second year at the church when he turned 
fifty-five. The church was in a slight but almost imperceptible 
decline. The members were mostly happy. And that became his 
de facto strategy: keep the members mostly happy and don’t 
rock the boat.

The church continued its slow decline under his leadership, 
or perhaps more accurately, lack of leadership. He realized there 
was no such thing as status quo though. The church had to let 
go of a long-time staff member because the budget could no 
longer support him. Roger retreated into a greater depth of fear.
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When we spoke to Roger, however, the church was on a 
healthy trajectory. It had turned a corner. Roger was leading 
from God-given confidence instead of human-centered fear. 
What, we asked, was the turning point?

His answer was a simple one-syllable word: “Peg.”
Peg is Roger’s wife. Seeing the misery evident in her hus-

band’s life and ministry, she confronted him.
“Peg held back no punches,” Roger recalled. “She told me 

she would rather us lose our job than lose our vision. And she 
read the Bible to me. I remember the words of Joshua 1:9 even 
now: ‘Haven’t I commanded you: be strong and courageous? 
Do not be afraid or discouraged, for the Lord your God is with 
you wherever you go.’”

Roger paused, then resumed. “Peg told me I was living in 
fear and disobeying God because I was not trusting God. I was 
more concerned about a paycheck than obedience. My security 
was my job but not my God.”

He smiled again. “I love that girl,” he said. “She was so 
right. It was almost immediate for me. I began to lead again 
from a posture of faith and courage instead of fear. I will turn 
sixty on my next birthday, and I am more excited than ever to 
see what God will do next.”
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Transition 6: Impossible to Possible

“I am able to do all things through him who strengthens 
me” (Phil. 4:13).

My original title for this book was The Impossible Turnaround 
Church. I really liked conveying the idea that many churches 
were doing incredibly well despite the human odds that seemed 
stacked against them. But my publisher did not like the title. 
She said it was too general and could be taken in too many dif-
ferent ways.

She was right. We settled on Scrappy Church since it con-
veys the personalities of these turnaround churches. 

But I still like the idea of how these churches demonstrated 
God’s possibilities when most people would have deemed it 
impossible. I like how these leaders made profound decisions 
to change their own leadership approach to one of trust and 
excitement. I like how these churches did not accept the verdict 
of inevitability regarding their decline and demise. I like how 
these smaller and mid-sized churches survived and thrived, 
often in the shadows of larger churches.

They moved from the impossible to the possible.
Better stated, they moved from human impossibility to 

God’s possibility.
So how did they do they it? What changed about them? 

What makes them different from other churches that have not 
seen a turnaround?
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What did they do to prepare themselves to be a scrappy 
church?

Those are all excellent questions.
I will begin to answer them in the next chapter.
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C h a p t e r  2

Preparing to Be a 
Scrappy Church

IT WAS THE SUMMER OF 1940.

Hitler was leading the Nazi onslaught of Europe. Nation 
after nation was falling as the western march continued. France 
was defeated. Britain would certainly be next.

Winston Churchill had just become Prime Minister of 
Britain. The sentiment among the leaders of Britain to attempt 
to negotiate peace with Hitler was gaining favor with the War 
Cabinet, Parliament, and, at least initially, King George VI. 
The tide of civilization was about to turn.

Churchill indeed thought about negotiating a peace with 
Hitler. But as he mulled it over through sleepless nights, he 
saw the futility of negotiating with an evil tyrant. Such a move 
was tantamount to surrender. If Britain were to lose the war, it 
would be on their terms, fighting to the last. 

He would not surrender.
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Churchill passionately pleaded with Parliament and, 
through his speech, all the people of Britain. The nation fol-
lowed his leadership. Against all seeming odds, Britain decided 
to fight Germany. And though it would be five years before 
Hitler and his forces were defeated, the tide turned on the day 
one man convinced others not to give up. Never. Never. Never 
give up.

The course of history changed. Civilization took a new 
course.

Never give up.
Never. Never. Never.

The Tenacious Scrappy Church

Comparisons, of course, are not perfect. The challenges of 
World War II and the plight of many churches are vastly dif-
ferent. I get that.

But there are many church leaders and church members 
today wondering if their churches will survive. They are dis-
couraged. A number of them are defeated. For countless num-
bers, the best days seem to be in the past.

Those attitudes of pessimism and even defeat are not 
unwarranted. At least two-thirds of churches are declining, 
maybe more. We estimate that about 100 to 150 churches are 
closing every week. The sighs of despair are justified.
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Even among those churches that are hanging on, a number 
of their leaders feel a sense of futility. Though smaller churches 
vastly outnumber larger churches, more people are attending 
the larger churches every week.1 The migration from smaller to 
larger is clear and evident.

Church leaders and church members sense the shadow of 
the larger churches over them. They see their young families 
move to the churches that have ministries and programs for 
their children and teenagers. They see the newer, even cooler, 
buildings of the larger churches. 

They see it. They sense it.
They know it.
Is there hope? Do these smaller churches have any path 

forward? Can the smaller and mid-sized church survive 
in the world seemingly dominated by larger churches and 
megachurches?

The answer to the question is an absolute “yes.” I make that 
declaration not by sentiment nor false hopes, but by clear evi-
dence of God’s work. Though the number of scrappy churches 
is still relatively small, they are growing in number. I am con-
vinced scrappy churches are a growing trend of the reality we 
will soon see.

So what are some of the characteristics we can already see 
in these scrappy churches? Let’s look at a few.



24 Scrappy Church

They Believe God Still Has a Plan for Them

While scrappy church leaders are not blind to the diffi-
culties around them and in their congregations, they remain 
certain God is still working in their churches. “We are at this 
address right now for a reason,” one pastor told us. “We are not 
here by accident. We are determined to make a difference in our 
community. We are moving forward.”

So does the church have challenges as they seek to move 
forward? The pastor responded with a loud laugh. “Of course 
we do. We have many of the same issues in our turnaround as 
we had in our decline. We still struggle for resources. We still 
have change-resistant members. We still have a lot of critics.”

He paused for a moment and reflected, “But, you know, 
many of us in the church have chosen to focus on what 
God wants us to do. We have to be obedient to the Great 
Commission and the Great Commandment. We can’t spend 
our time focusing on the critics and the naysayers. We have to 
focus on God’s plan for us.”

His concluding words were a common sentiment among 
the scrappy churches. “We believe with all our hearts that God 
still has a plan for our church.”

It is that dogged determination in God’s plan for the 
church that fuels them forward. They see their mission as God’s 
mission and, because it is truly His, they will not be deterred.
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They Turn to Prayer for the Turnaround

One of the common themes of the scrappy churches was a 
greater dependence on prayer for their churches. “We realized 
we had become comfortable in our own power,” said Margaret, 
a member of one of the scrappy churches that experienced 
a turnaround. “We began a time of intensive prayer for our 
church. It began with a twenty-four-hour prayer vigil, but it 
continued well beyond that. In fact, we are still praying for God 
to use our church in the community and beyond. It’s amazing 
what happens when you depend on Him through prayer.”

Of course, it would be good if we could share with you 
exactly how these churches are moving forward in prayer. There 
is, however, no discernible pattern. The ways the churches have 
become focused on prayer for revitalization are as diverse as the 
churches themselves.

Though the methodologies are different, there is a theme 
of prayer in many of the scrappy churches. A number of the 
congregations focused on the role prayer played in the early 
church. In fact, this passage from Acts 2:42 is cited frequently 
in the scrappy churches: “They devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread, 
and to prayer.”

Prayer is not an afterthought in scrappy churches. It is per-
vasive and powerful.
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They Celebrate the Presence of Other Churches

“I used to get so angry every time a new church or new 
campus of a church located near us,” Harold admitted. Harold 
is a pastor of a turnaround church. “I would fuss to whomever 
would listen. We don’t need another church in this area!”

We also asked Harold what changed his attitude on this 
issue. He smiled, “My son. James is a pastor in Arizona. We 
stay in touch a lot. He heard my rants about the other churches 
for years. One Christmas, he and his family spent a week with 
us. He showed me the demographics near our church. And he 
showed about how much of our community is in church.”

What did the report show?
Harold sighed, “More than 80 percent of our community is 

not in church. Probably almost as many aren’t believers. James 
didn’t have to say another word. I felt ashamed. We don’t have 
too many churches. We don’t have enough churches reaching 
people. I let anger and jealousy rule me. And it affected my 
leadership of the church.”

What happened next?
“I wish I could say that I had a dramatic change,” Harold 

began. “But over time, God began to work on me about this 
issue. My hard heart began to melt. I now see other churches 
as our allies in the mission of the kingdom. They are not our 
competition. I really think my change of heart was key to our 
church turning around eventually.”
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Harold’s story is common in scrappy churches. We will 
expand on this issue toward the end of this chapter.

They Greatly Increase Their Efforts on Outward Focus

Here is a huge discovery we saw in the scrappy churches: 
They began to devote enormous resources to the Great 
Commission and the Great Commandment. Joey’s story is 
emblematic of this change.

“I guess we were a typical church,” Joey began. “By typical, 
I mean we were in slow decline. Most of our time and budget 
went to take care of our own needs. And our outreach was lim-
ited to one of two big emphases a year. We had a community 
fair in the spring and a big Christmas production for the com-
munity in December. But the rest of the year we really didn’t 
do anything except for ourselves. We saw outreach as a seasonal 
event rather than an ongoing mind-set.”

So what changed?
“Reality changed,” Joey said. “Our slow decline meant we 

couldn’t keep all of our staff. It eventually meant we couldn’t 
keep up our facility. All of that was a wake-up call for us. He 
paused. “I wish I could say we had this great revival and God 
moved us to obedience,” he continued. “But that’s not what 
happened. We saw that the church we were trying to hold on to 
would disappear. Sadly, that was our wake-up call.”
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Joey’s energy level increased visibly as he continued his 
story. “But, you know, God took our desperation and used it 
for His glory. We started more and more outreach to try to save 
our church, but God used it to begin to reach our community,” 
he exclaimed. “The more we devoted our time and money to 
reach others,” he continued, “the more we saw our impact on 
the community.”

The church is now a vibrant congregation serving its com-
munity. “I look back over the past four years or so,” Joey told 
us, “and I can’t believe how many resources we are devoting to 
reaching and serving our community. It’s probably four or five 
times greater.”

Indeed, that multiplication of resources toward an out-
ward focus was a common theme we heard from the scrappy 
churches. Incremental change didn’t get it. It had to be radical 
change.

And that radical change led to a renewed congregation 
multiplying its resources to reach its community.

Blueprint for Preparation

On the one hand, I wish I could provide a detailed action 
plan to help churches move toward becoming a scrappy church. 
On the other hand, such a formulaic approach would suggest 
that all churches are alike. I love the diversity of churches across 
the globe and would never want to suggest they are monolithic.
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But we do have a lot of information on scrappy churches. 
In fact, we have enough information to discern a blueprint for 
leaders to prepare to move in that direction. Keep in mind that 
a blueprint is a representation of something more tangible and 
real. It is not a one-size-fits-all tool. But it can be very helpful, 
even necessary, in moving forward.

After looking at hundreds of scrappy churches, we saw a 
pattern that was very common among all of these turnaround 
churches. The schematic is best presented as a continuous cycle. 
We call it the Turnaround Cycle.

The 
Turnaround

Cycle

Attitudinal 
Adjustment

1

Backdoor
Closure

Outward
Deluge

Welcome
Readiness

We will look at each of these points on the cycle. But, 
before we begin, let’s look at attitudinal adjustment, since that 
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is most often the starting point for church leaders. Frankly, 
the Turnaround Cycle is worthless without this prerequisite 
adjustment.

Attitudinal Adjustment

“I could not figure out where my attitude stunk the most,” 
Ben confessed. We were interviewing the pastor to learn as 
much as we could about his turnaround church. He contin-
ued, “Some days, I would have the attitude of the victim. My 
church members don’t support me. I can’t compete with bigger 
churches. Our church doesn’t have enough resources. I have to 
say, I had mastered the victim mentality.”

Ben continued with helpful transparency: “On other days, I 
was mad. And I made a rear of myself at times. I would express 
my anger on Facebook. I wasted an incredible amount of time 
ranting on social media. There were days my wife told me I 
embarrassed her. Then I would get mad at her, and we would 
get in an argument. I was a miserable pastor and a miserable 
leader.”

But Ben was in his eighth year serving as pastor of a turn-
around church. The reversal began at year five, but he told us, 
“The real turnaround took place in my mind in the fourth year.”

Now, that’s fascinating verbiage. Ben had an attitudinal 
turnaround more than a year before the church had a visible 
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turnaround. We asked him to give us details on exactly what 
took place.

“I heard a missionary speak,” he said. His voice was sub-
dued now. He reflected with quiet intensity. “I heard him 
speak about the persecuted church. I heard the sufferings he 
personally experienced. I heard how he buried his own son on 
the mission field in East Africa. And I heard how much he still 
loved the church, Christ’s bride.”

Ben paused, still in deep reflection. “I was ashamed,” he 
said softly. “I was ashamed of both my attitude and actions. I 
had wasted time in self-pity and anger. I acted like I had prob-
lems while God was giving me my mission field right in front 
of my face. My heart was broken.”

The story might be a bit more enjoyable if we could tell you 
that Ben’s shift in attitude precipitated a massive turnaround in 
the church. And it might be more palatable if we could tell you 
he did not face critics and doubters. But we must be honest as 
we share about scrappy churches. Ben still had critics; he still 
does today. Ben still faced doubters; he still does today.

But what has changed is Ben’s attitude and how he responds 
to these challenges. Ben was right. The turnaround began in his 
mind as he allowed the mind of Christ to guide him. You can’t 
have a victim mentality with the mind of Christ. You can’t con-
clude you have a shortage of resources with the mind of Christ. 
You can’t live in anger with the mind of Christ.
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The story of the scrappy church where Ben serves as pastor 
is neither sudden nor dramatic. When Ben became pastor, the 
church had an average worship attendance of 160, down from 
an historic high of 350 in the 1980s. For the first four years of 
his ministry, attendance continued a gradual decline to 135, 
and finally stabilized at that point for a year.

Now, in his eighth year as pastor, Ben has found joy and 
contentment. The church began to grow in his sixth year. 
Average attendance today is around 180. “I am happy with the 
growth,” Ben told us. “But church health is more than atten-
dance numbers. I am seeing God work through our congrega-
tion in a number of ways. We are making a difference. If our 
church were to disappear today, our neighborhood would miss 
us. In fact, many of our neighbors would grieve.”

Ben smiled. “I couldn’t say that a few years ago. If we had 
disappeared then, I don’t think anyone outside our congrega-
tion would have noticed. That’s not so today. We are really a 
neighborhood church making a difference.”

In the previous chapter, we noted some of the transitions 
scrappy church leaders made. Let’s look now at the five most 
common attitudinal adjustments we heard in our interviews 
and conversations.

They stopped making excuses. Many of the scrappy church 
leaders and members recalled how much energy and time they 
wasted making excuses. Those excuses would inevitably lead to 
lack of action. 



Preparing to Be a Scrappy Church 33

Many of the excuses were common. We don’t have enough 
resources. The people in our community would never be a part 
of our church. We don’t have the right leaders. Our facilities are 
in terrible shape. We are too small to make a difference.

Scrappy church leaders and members moved from excuses 
to action. It was not always easy. In fact, it was rarely easy. But 
they made the attitudinal adjustment. And, over time, the fruit 
began to show.

They stopped blaming others. One of the most common 
sources of blame for pastors and other church leaders was the 
members themselves. The members in my church won’t follow 
leadership. The members resist every change we try to make. 
The members won’t do any of the work and ministry that has 
to get done. The members are a bunch of naysayers and critics.

One pastor told us the more he thought like that of the 
members, the worse they seemed to get. But, when he started 
viewing them through the lens of Christ, not only did his atti-
tude change, but their attitude changed as well.

Other common sources of blame are other (usually bigger) 
churches, the denomination, the community, the culture, and 
the seminaries or Bible colleges. (“They didn’t prepare me for 
this!”) Scrappy church leaders issued a cease and desist order to 
themselves for playing the blame game. It does absolutely no 
good. It only makes matters worse.

They stopped comparing their church to others. One pastor 
said it well, “As long as I was comparing my church to others, I 
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could never celebrate what God was doing in my church.” Yes, 
we can learn from other churches, but that is different than 
comparing our church to them. There is a sharp distinction, or 
at least there should be, between learning from other churches 
and comparison. 

Church comparison often results in a sense of inadequacy, 
jealousy, despondency, or anger. None of those four conse-
quences are healthy at all! I really like what one church leader 
did when he saw his mind drifting toward comparisons. “When 
I drifted in that direction, I made a conscious effort to focus on 
how God was working in my church. I started using Philippians 
4:8 as my guide.”

They dealt with critics in a healthier way. It would be mis-
leading to say that all of the scrappy church leaders are not 
bothered by critics. To the contrary, almost all of them said 
quite the opposite. Criticism still stinks. Critics still hurt.

There were three major themes I heard from scrappy 
church leaders and their responses to critics. First, they began 
to pray consistently for their critics. While the prayers did not 
always result in the transformation of the critic, they did result 
in the transformation of the scrappy church leader.

Second, they did not allow themselves to dwell on the criti-
cisms. In my last meeting with Billy Graham before his death, 
I asked him how he dealt with criticism throughout his life and 
ministry. He simply said he did not allow himself to focus on 
the critics and their barbs. He just had to move forward.
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The third theme is one we will unpack shortly. The scrappy 
church leaders made certain they spent as much of their time 
as possible in outwardly focused activities. The words of one of 
the leaders is telling: “While I never enjoy criticism, I am too 
focused on others and reaching the community to spend time 
dwelling on the critics. Having an inward focus is one of the 
worst things I can do as a leader.”

They became continuous learners. This theme is becoming 
more and more apparent. Leaders of healthy and turnaround 
churches are seeking to learn every day. They read books. 
They attend conferences either in person or virtually. They are 
mentored. They are part of a learning community. Whenever 
our team hears a church leader say he or she is too busy to be 
involved in ongoing learning, we know that leader is not likely 
leading well.

Importantly, we often see this issue as a clear transition 
point in a turnaround church. The church leader makes the 
important decision to become a continuous learner. As the 
leader learns, the church benefits. As the church benefits, the 
church begins the process of the turnaround.

We rarely, if ever, see a scrappy church that does not have 
a leader who is a continuous learner. Indeed, that transition by 
the leader is often followed by the turnaround of the church.
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A Need for Structure

Scrappy churches must have structure that allows them to 
continue to move forward. At a high level, structural effective-
ness includes the right structure outwardly—Outward Deluge—
the right structure for welcoming—Welcome Readiness—and 
the right structure for assimilation—Backdoor Closure. Let’s 
examine each of these structures provided by the Turnaround 
Cycle in more detail. 

Outward Deluge

Let’s now return to the Turnaround Cycle and look at 
Outward Deluge. Those two words were chosen carefully for 
a reason. 

First, it is a clear statement the church is focusing more on 
her community. The outward focus is the biblical response to 
both the Great Commission and the Great Commandment.

Second, the outward focus is a deluge, or flood, of efforts. 
As we have observed turnaround churches, we see outward 
efforts increase as much as fourfold. For example, if ten mem-
bers in a church were spending one hour a week each minister-
ing and reaching out to the community, that would mean the 
church is spending ten hours a week outwardly focused.

When that church becomes a turnaround church, the focus 
increases to forty or more hours a week, for example. Perhaps 
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more people began to reach out to the community, or perhaps 
some of the members spend more time doing so, or both.

The point is a turnaround church, or scrappy church, does 
not shift its resources outwardly in an incremental fashion. 
They shift the resources dramatically. It is a deluge or flood in a 
new direction. Here are some examples of the Outward Deluge:

• The church leads the members in a systematic way to 
invite people in the community to church. We have a 
resource called Invite Your One to help guide churches 
(www.InviteYourOne.com).

• The church begins a major ministry in the community 
such as ESL (English as a Second Language) or part-
nership with a local public school.

• The church develops a ministry that addresses a signifi-
cant problem in the community.

• The church trains members to have gospel conversations 
with people they encounter every day. One of the best 
books on this topic is Turning Everyday Conversations 
into Gospel Conversations by Jimmy Scroggins.

• The church uses its facilities for the community. Mark 
Clifton often shares the story of a turnaround church 
that used one of its larger rooms for birthday parties 
for kids in the community. Their parents absolutely 
loved it.



38 Scrappy Church

Obviously, the examples are endless. The point is, the 
church makes a significant shift in how its members spend their 
time. Sometimes, the church makes a similar, significant shift 
in its budgetary resources as well.

But it’s not merely a shift. It’s a deluge.

Welcome Readiness

As we continue on the Turnaround Cycle, the point 
of Welcome Readiness becomes very important. Welcome 
Readiness means the church is ready to receive guests who come 
to the worship services. It is a shame to do so much work to 
develop relationships in the community, only for them to have 
a bad experience when they visit our worship services.

Welcome Readiness is so much about our attitudes. We 
should prayerfully seek to see others as Jesus sees them. We 
should have a servant attitude toward our guests. We should 
rejoice at their presence, and let them know it.

Backdoor Closure

Backdoor Closure is all about assimilation. We reach out to 
the community. We welcome our guests. But we must do every-
thing possible in God’s power to keep them. We desire them to 
be a functioning part of the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12), rather 
than an occasional guest or an eventual dropout.
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There is a lot to say about structural effectiveness for 
all three points on The Turnaround Cycle. It is vital for a 
scrappy church to become a turnaround church. I will walk 
you through each of these three critical issues in the next three 
chapters. But, first, allow me to address one more time the hope 
your church has.

Postscript: The Resurgence of the Neighborhood 
Church

As we unpack the details of what actually took place in 
scrappy churches, it could prove tempting to get lost in the 
details and to forget the big picture. And that big picture is 
the amazing reality that an increasing number of smaller and 
midsize churches are thriving, even in the supposed shadow of 
larger churches. 

There is a revival of neighborhood churches. Your church 
address is not an accident. Indeed, I encourage you to 
read Unexpected Comeback: The Surprising Return of the 
Neighborhood Church by Sam Rainer, a book following the 
release of this book.

I write this postscript as a reminder of God’s work in 
churches like yours. I write it as a reminder of the hope you 
have. And I write this reminder so you will remember the big 
picture. God is not done with your church. He is not done with 
your leadership.
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Keep that big picture before you.
And now, let’s look at the three major emphases of scrappy 

churches in the next three chapters.

1. http://hirr.hartsem.edu/American-Congregations-2015.pdf


