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When Kirbyjon Caldwell went to be 
the pastor at Windsor Village UMC 
a while back, he found an attending 
congregation of twenty something.  
Now it has the highest membership 

of any UMC.  Adam Hamilton started Church of 
the Resurrection in 1990 from scratch.  It now 
has the highest attendance of any UMC.  
Depending how one measures decline, up to two 
thirds of US United Methodist Churches are 
doing so.  Statistically the two churches just 
referenced fall far outside the norm, fitting the 
parameters of a statistical term known as 
“outliers.”  In order to encourage other churches 
to do better, COR, as Church of the Resurrection 
is called, holds a leadership conference each Fall 
to share their story.  Many churches are inspired 
and experience new vitality as a result, yet few 
approach outlier status.  Perhaps studying how 
other types of outliers achieve that status will 
bring understanding on how new church starts 
and existing churches can avoid stagnancy and 
decline. 

Congregational developers have long known 
that the single most important factor for success, 
on the human level, is leadership.  A new book 
by Malcolm Gladwell entitled, “Outliers: The Story 
of Success” talks about individuals who have 
been highly successful and some of the reasons 
they have been.  Perhaps some of the principles 
he notes could prove useful in empowering 
church leaders to be more effective in bringing 
new life to existing congregations and in being 
successful in starting new churches.  This is not 
to say they will all be like Revs. Caldwell and 

Hamilton, but more and better equipped 
leadership can make a difference to a more 
hopeful future for the denomination.   

In looking at the many examples of folks 
succeeding greatly, one factor in “Outliers” which 
was not highly emphasized was that these folks 
were all gifted with intelligence, athletic ability, or 
whatever was needed for the particular venture.  
The real focus of the book was on why some 
folks out of the gifted pool were wildly successful 
and some not.  Some geniuses never amount to 
much, for example.  Nevertheless, no one 
featured in the book was lacking in some base, 
or threshold, level of ability.  In empowering 
church leadership to be maximally successful, it 
is important to first identify those who have the 
threshold level of talent, experience, energy, 
entrepreneurial bent, spirituality, and the like.  
Fortunately, Annual Conferences have made 
great strides in assessment of candidates for 
new starts and church revitalization. 

So why do some gifted and talented folks 
succeed while others are just average or worse?   
As expected this is a complicated question, but 
some basic observations by Gladwell are very 
insightful.  One factor is something called the 
Matthew Effect from Matthew’s Gospel, “For unto 
everyone that hath shall be given, and he shall 
have abundance…”  The example used was for 
Canadian hockey players who advanced the 
furthest in the sport.  It turns out that the vast 
majority of them were born in the beginning of 
the year, giving them the most growth time during 
the early ages when the annual calendar date 
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came around for advancement to special 
leagues.  This essentially amounts to special 
opportunities due to timing. 

Bill Gates was also examined.  It turns out 
that he had special opportunities in his teen 
years which were a unique combination of the 
school he attended and the availability of 
mainframe computer time, a rarity in those days.  
This is compounded by his being the right age at 
the right time in computer development and 
software advancement.  Several others who are 
computer giants today were from the same era.  
Yes, they were all highly gifted, but without the 
special opportunities afforded them, it is not clear 
they would be such stellar “outliers” today.  
Giftedness can flourish given the right 
opportunities.  For leaders in congregational 
development to be most successful, they need to 
be deployed in places of opportunity and to be 
encouraged and supported through the 
experience.   Today’s opportunities are sort of 
the best of times and the worst of times.  Times 
are best because there are so many 
opportunities with expanding population, 
changing neighborhoods, and growing immigrant 
groups.  Times are at their worst because 
economic challenges make funding new efforts 
more difficult and cultural changes are underway 
making the people less receptive to the Good 
News.  Leaders in new starts and revilization 
efforts need even more support in these days. 
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One of the findings lifted up in “Outliers” is 
the impact of community.  A healthy community 
setting with close supportive relationships is 
conducive to success.  This has at least two 
applications in congregational development.  One 
relates to supporting the deployed leaders, as 
suggested above.  They may otherwise be in a 
missional setting where they feel little support.  
Having others, be they conference staff or nearby 
pastors or a group of folks in the same kind of 
setting, come alongside and encourage one 
another in community is essential.  Furthermore, 
an annual conference will have much greater 
success with congregational development to the 
extent that an ethos of support is present across 
the conference.  Gladwell also found that the 
cultural setting folks are raised in has a great 
influence on the degree of success.  He gave the 

example of the work ethic of folks with a heritage 
in the rice paddies of South China.  In addition, 
the Chinese language makes math easier to 
learn.  In church development, this connects well 
with the value of having the right ethos in the 
conference. 

On the negative side, “Outliers” gives a 
fascinating description of how some cultures 
have had to change their cultural norm in the 
cockpit of airliners to improve their safety 
records.  This is particularly in focus with the 
recent “miracle on the Hudson” where the cockpit 
culture of that airliner was very conducive to 
safety.  Airliners need pilots who interact as a 
team and give constant feedback and input into 
operations, especially in emergency situations 
where every detail could be critical to survival.  
The book points out some disasters took place 
because the cultural background of the cockpit 
crew was such that the captain was revered and 
followed, causing unsolicited input from others to 
be culturally inappropriate.  The crew held back 
crucial information due to their submission to the 
captain, leading to loss of life and plane.  To their 
credit these airlines identified this failure, and 
overcame cultural norms to have a fine 
subsequent safety record.  For successful church 
development, it is important identify, name, and 
overcome annual conference and church cultures 
contrary to congregational development success. 

Incorporating these values into church life 
will not guarantee more spectacular 
megachurches, but a few more outliers may 
indeed surface.  It is more important to do all that 
can be done to find those leaders with the right 
stuff and to equip them, support them, develop 
the right culture, and deploy them in the right 
places.  This will contribute significantly to 
making disciples for the transformation of the 
world. 
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