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We’ve all heard the news; the number of people who are attending churches in the U.S. is in decline. For the 
past several years we’ve poured over research from Pew, Hartford, Stetzer, Rainer, and Leadership Network’s 
Bird that tells us:

• “Roughly half of all churches in America did not add one new person through conversion growth last
year.”1

• “In America, it takes the combined
effort of 85 Christians working over an
entire year to produce one convert.”2

• This year in the United States…

– 4,000 churches will be started
– 3,500 churches will close.3

• “Growing churches make up only
about 20% of all U.S. churches today.
The rest have reached a plateau or are
declining.”4

Recently we’ve been reading about de-
creasing frequency of attendance. Where 
attendance “twice on Sunday” (morning and evening service) was once the expected norm, twice or three 
times a month seems to be the new standard. We read about the rise of the “nones” (those who choose not 
to identify with any faith tradition) and the exodus of the “dones” (those 2.7 million per year who have been 
faithful and active church members in the past but now are de-churched by choice5). Millennials especially 
are prone to disconnect from church.  More than twice as many Millennials as Boomers are recognized as 
“nones.” Are we as the church headed for irrelevance in the U.S.?6 

Where are the outliers?  Where are the exceptions? Are there others who are forging a different path and 
seeing different results? 

Monkeying Around with a Survey

In the 2015 I started a small project that began with the re-
search question, “How does externally focused ministry (min-
istry and service done locally in the community but outside 
the church building) influence the evangelistic effectiveness of 
that church?” I began by sending a cover letter, along with a 

“How does externally  
focused ministry … 
influence the evangelistic  
effectiveness of that church?”
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link to an online survey to approximately 80 churches that had been involved in one of the Externally Focused 
Churches Leadership Communities  I led between 2003 and 2009, or Missional Renaissance Leadership Com-
munities, co-led by Reggie McNeal and me between 2009 and 2012. Of these churches I received 49 complet-
ed surveys. The answers given by the churches were quite insightful. Although the sample size is too small to 
be academically credible, I believe the results have a certain amount of “street smarts” or at least enough basis 
to spark action or forge a new path.  

Evangelistic Results

Twenty-nine churches were able to provide data 
regarding the number of people who came to faith 
in 2014. The other 20 churches either did not track 
conversions (“Too many to count,” “We just count 
baptisms,” “Someone else tracks that,” etc.) or did 
not respond to a follow-up letter. Here’s a little bit 
about the 29 responding churches:

• They had a combined average weekly worship 
attendance of 88,211 people—or an average of 
3,042 people on each campus. 

• Together these 29 churches saw 9,069 people 
come to faith in 2014. 

• Together they had an attendance/conversion 
ratio of better than 10/1 (remember the average 
attendance/conversion ratio is 85/1).

• Eighty-three percent of the churches expe-
rienced numerical growth in average weekly 
worship attendance (compared to 20% of all churches in the U.S.).

 
Overall Findings

We know that there are enough “confounding variables” that influence people coming to Christ as well as 
church growth so, we’ll let the data speak for itself and allow you to draw your own conclusions in terms of 
what might “cause” the other or what is simply “related” to the other. 

I’ve broken the questions and their answers into nine big buckets that may give insight into the connection 
between evangelism and externally focused ministry.

1. Theology

Theology is our core belief about what we believe about God and his purpose in the world and our place in 
fulfilling that purpose. The externally focused churches in the survey don’t see service and ministry to oth-
ers as a mere tactic or program but something constituent to who they are as a church. If they did not love 
and serve others outside the walls of the church, they just would not be the church that God wants them to 
be. Having a strong theology of service spills over onto motives. These churches have decided to love and 
serve—not just to make others Christians; they love and serve as an expression of being Christians. 
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2. Spiritual Formation

For the churches in the survey all of them 
agree that serving others is not just a product 
of spiritual maturity but also a process es-
sential to spiritual formation. These churches 
have long given up on the idea that good 
Bible teaching or personal devotions alone 
create disciples, any more than delicious 
and nutritious meals alone…without exer-
cise…can create a healthy body. To these 
churches, Ephesians 2:10 (“For we are his 
workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do 
good works, which God prepared in advance 
for us to do,” emphasis added) is on equal 
footing with Ephesians 2:8-9 (“For by grace 
are you saved through faith, and that not of 
yourselves; it is a gift of God, not a result of 
works, lest any man should boast.)

We practice the belief that serving others  
(inside or outside the church) is essential to  

spiritual formation/ becoming a disciple of Jesus

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks

Spiritual  
Formation

91%9%

Serving and loving others is something 
God wants us to do, whether anyone 

comes to faith or not

We represent the heart of God and 
his kingdom as we, as a church, are 

engaged in community service /
externally focused / missional ministry

In serving the community, evangelism 
can be our ultimate motive (we want 

to see people come to Christ) but can 
never be our ulterior motive (we serve 

so that we can witness)

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks

Theology

4%

2%

70%

6%

31%

26%

92%

69%
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3. Scorecard

In the June 2010 issue of Harvard Business Review Dan Ariely wrote a provocative article titled, “You Are What 
You Measure.”7 Although addressed to CEOs, this most assuredly applies to pastors. Ariely writes, “Human 
beings adjust behavior based on the metrics they’re held against. Anything you measure will impel a person 
to optimize his score on that metric. What you measure is what you’ll get. Period.” So if you measure atten-
dance and giving (“butts in the seats and bucks in the offering plate”) then promotion, behavior, sermons and 
programs will drive these outcomes. Externally focused churches tend to have a more expanded scorecard.

We measure our effectiveness, not only 
by how many people are in our weekend 
services but also by the transformational 

effect we have on the community

We measure our transformational effect 
on our community both in terms of 

outputs (i.e. hours served), and impact 
(i.e. lives changed)

People in our congregation would describe 
us as “missional,” “kingdom-minded,” or 

“externally focused”

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks
Scorecard

6%

6%

32%

43%

43%

68%

51%

70%



5Leadership Network: Evangelism and Externally Focused Ministry  
presented by Compassion International

 4. Pre-Evangelism

The churches in the survey seem to have discovered that although they serve “with no strings attached” or 
without the expectancy of getting anything in return, there is no richer environment for having gospel con-
versations than in a service-rich environment. Good deeds almost always create good will and good will is 
a great platform for conversations about the good news. When people are observers or recipients of under-
served mercy or undeserved grace they always are obliged to ask two questions (sometimes even out of 
suspicion): “Who are you?” and “Why are you doing this?”

 Serving others selflessly as a church, with 
no expectation of anything in return, helps 

create a plausibility structure for the truth 
of the gospel

 In our church good deeds create good 
will and good will is a great platform for 

sharing the good news

 I find it easier and more likely to have 
spiritual conversations with nonbelievers 

because of the good our church is doing in 
the community

 We create consistent opportunities 
through small groups, serve events, etc. that 
make it easy and likely that everyone in our 

congregation serves in the community at 
some level during the year

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks
Pre-Evangelism

9% 40%

83%

57%

67%

51%

17%

43%

33%

“Ninety-one percent … indicated that people in their 
community were coming to faith as a result of the good 
that church was doing in the community. 
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5. Good Deeds/Decisions

This is where the rubber meets the road. Does service in the community actually influence people who 
come to faith in Christ? Do people come to faith as a byproduct of being served or serving alongside of be-
lievers? Ninety-one percent of the responding churches indicated that people in their community were com-
ing to faith as a result of the good that church was doing in the community. Nearly 60% felt that their com-
munity engagement had the most positive influence on people coming to faith. Nearly all churches (96%) 
connected effective evangelism to external service. Attraction is more powerful than promotion so it seems.

 Nonbelievers are coming to faith  
because of the good we are doing  

in the community

 The largest number of people coming 
to faith through our church are coming 

through our missional activities

 We are more effective evangelistically 
because we engage in serving our 

community outside the walls of our church

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks
Good Deeds/Decisions

4% 34%

19%

62%

36%55%9%

38% 40%
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6. Church Growth

Church growth these days is tough. In my own conversations with pastors around the country (I try to have 
one to two 30-minute conversations each week with pastors), many have bemoaned the fact that their 
church is plateaued or (God forbid) even declining in average weekly attendance. This, according to Thom 
Rainer8 should not come as a real surprise. Rainer indicates that whereas people used to attend church 3 
times a week, the new norm is 3 times a month (or less). Plateauing in fact may be the new growth! So when 
a church today is growing, it is really growing. Eighty-three percent of the surveyed churches experienced an 
uptick in their average weekly attendance. Ninety-six percent of these churches attributed at least some of 
this growth to their service and ministry in the community.

 Nonbelievers are becoming part of our 
church because of the good we are 

doing in the community

 Since becoming more engaged in the 
needs and dreams of our community 

our church has grown (recognizing that 
correlation is not necessarily causation)

 Did your church experience 
numerical growth in 2014?

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks
Church Growth

No 17%

52.83%

Yes 83%

26%70%4%

11% 36%
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7. Impact

Externally focused churches measure their effectiveness, not just by how many people are in their sanctuary 
on a Sunday morning but also by the transformational effect they have on their community around them. 
A defining question, in the early 2000s, that launched thousands of traditional churches into the externally 
focused journey was this: “If our church were to disappear would our community notice; and if they no-
ticed would they care?” These responding churches, through their engagement in the community have not 
only answered with a resounding “yes” but would also say that the community is better off because of the 
church’s presence and ministry in the community. Their church helps make up the very soul of the commu-
nity. Millennials especially, in this age of altruism, want to be associated with a church that is making a holistic 
difference in the world. Theirs is a gospel designed to touch all of the brokenness in the world. They are the 
farthest thing from holding to a gnostic gospel that values only the soul at the exclusion of the body.

 If our church were to disappear  
(close down / move to another city)  
our city / community would miss us

 Our community is healthier and  
better off because our church is  

active in the community

 To have a voice or presence in our 
community we must be engaged in 

meeting the needs of our community… not 
just having great church events

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks
Impact

91%

81%

2% 8%

19%

94%6%
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8. Collaboration

The vast majority of participating churches felt comfortable working with others beyond the pale of their own 
church. They realize that many people in their community, outside the church, care about the brokenness of 
the community. They look to public (government), private (business), and social (church and nonprofit) sec-
tors to work together for the wellbeing and thriving of their communities. These churches don’t necessarily 
work with others based on a common theology but rather about what they commonly care about.

 We work with (partner with / collaborate 
with) others of good faith and good 

will in other domains (education, local 
government, business, etc.) for the 

common good of our city

 We are engaged with our city in 
meeting the needs, realizing the dreams, 

confronting the pain to make our city 
better for all people

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks
Collaboration

44%

81%

10% 36%

7%2%
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9. Personal Awareness

It comes as little surprise that those who are having an impact on the community around them are thinking 
differently about the city. They are learning to “seek the welfare of the city” (Jeremiah 29:11). Personally I’ve 
discovered that when pastors find themselves thinking about the kingdom as much as they do about their 
church, the city becomes the playground for transformational ministry. A whopping 92% of pastors found 
themselves in this position. Their circle of concern went beyond the church and spilled over into the well-be-
ing of the community. Ninety-eight percent knew the name of the mayor of their city. Sixty-four percent had 
met with the mayor of their city. 

Concluding Thoughts

Today we live in liminal times—that space between two epochal periods where what used to work no lon-
ger works and yet what will work has not yet been discovered. But we are not victims of liminality but rather 
should treat this liminal space as a garage for experimentation where we can help shape the future and the 
outcomes of that future. But one thing is certain; we cannot go forward by being insular or cloistered inside 
the church building. Churches that get outside the walls and serve…who are in touch with the needs, dreams, 
and rhythms of their community are in the best position and most prepared to engage in spiritual conversa-
tions that matter. You are still the light of the world.

 I find myself thinking about the kingdom 
as much or more that I do find myself 

thinking about my own church

 I know the name of the mayor  
of my city

 I have met with the mayor  
of my city

strongly disagree

0%

somewhat disagree

40%

somewhat agree

20%

strongly agree

60% 80% 100%
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The Data Speaks
Personal Awareness

No 2% Yes 98%

Yes 64%

57%36%8%

No 36%
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Questions?

We welcome comments or inquiries about this report. Email research@leadnet.org.

Additional Resources from Leadership Network

Want to find more resources like this one? For the most current listing of free and purchasable resources, 
including books, papers, videos, and podcasts, go to leadnet.org/downloads/. Also for a free subscription to 
Leadership Network Advance, our free email digest of ideas, trends and resources from growing, often larger 
churches, go to leadnet.org/advance/.

About Leadership Network

Leadership Network’s role is to foster innovation movements that activate the church to greater impact for 
the glory of God’s name. The nonprofit founded in 1984 now serves over 200,000 leaders all over the world. 
See leadnet.org.
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HUB: Inside-Out 
In November 2016 Leadership Network will be adding a ministry initiative to HUB called  
“Inside-Outside”--a dream accelerator to help your church expand your missional footprint in  
the community through word and deed. Inside-Outside will be directed by Eric Swanson,  
co-author of The Externally Focused Church and To Transform a City. For more 
information on the exact dates and expected topics visit leadnet.org/insideoutside.
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