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It took place several years ago, but it seems like it’s been just a few months.

The young doctoral student, still in his twenties, bounded into my office with unconstrained en-
thusiasm. I was a dean of a seminary. Countless doctoral students asked me to help get their 
dissertations published. I guess they thought that, since I wrote books, I had some magic touch 
to get most anything published.

For a couple of years, I would look at the dissertations, in their completed or proposed form, and 
evaluate their potential as a book. Sadly, I could not encourage any of the students to make the 
efforts required to get their books published. They were fine for the world of academia, but they 
had a limited audience otherwise.

Eventually, I would get so many requests to help get people published that I had to stop looking 
at the dissertations. It was consuming far too much of my time. 

A fellow dean at the seminary, Brad Waggoner, met with me to ask me to make an exception to 
my practice. He said that one of his students was almost finished with his dissertation and that 
he had rarely, if ever, seen anything like it. I asked Brad if he wanted me to help get it published 
as a book. He said, yes.

Sigh. Another request to get a dissertation published. I wanted to say no, but Brad is a friend and 
had done far more for me than I had ever done for him. At the very least, I could look at his stu-
dent’s dissertation.

So I did.

And I was blown away.

The research was incredible. The implications for local churches were massive. It would not be an 
overstatement to say the findings of this project were groundbreaking.

CHAPTER 1
THE STORY BEHIND SIMPLE CHURCH



5

I told Brad I definitely wanted to meet with the student.

That’s when I met Eric Geiger. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say I was overwhelmed by 
Eric Geiger.

His energy was palpable. His conversation was filled with enthusiasm. His belief in his work and 
its implications were convincing.

Within thirty minutes I was exhausted, but I made a decision. He truly had groundbreaking re-
search that could be an incredible resource for churches. I told Eric I would help him get the book 
published. He quickly said he wanted me to be the coauthor. I couldn’t say no. To Eric’s surprise, 
I immediately called my editor at my book publisher. We had an appointment to pitch the book.

We got a flight quickly. We presented our findings. The editor immediately said yes.

Simple Church was born.

Eric’s research was truly foundational. Since he had focused on churches within his own denomi-
nation, we expanded the research to consider a broader swath of congregations. The conclusions 
were still the same. The research was still paradigmatic in its implications.

In the next chapter, I will give you an overview of Simple Church. I encourage you to read or re-
read the full book. It has been out a while, but the research is still solid. For this chapter, though, 
I want you to hear why so many church leaders were drawn to this book. There are reasons why 
it became an international bestseller. By the time we get to the third chapter, you will understand 
why its implications are even more urgent in a post-COVID world.

The number one reason church leaders told us they embraced Simple Church was their own wea-
riness. Keller is the pastor of a non-denominational church in Michigan. He told us that his church 
had become so complex that he dreaded the quarterly calendar meeting.

“We average about 150 in worship attendance,” Keller told us. “But we have enough activities 
and programs for a church ten times our size. Every ministry is doing their own thing and adding 
their own activities. I had a conversation with a church member who has three children, one in 
elementary school, one in middle school, and one in high school. She told me she had to be at the 
church six days a week for all of her family members to be active in their programs.”

Keller paused. I wasn’t sure he was done talking, so I waited a few seconds, and he continued. 
“But the bigger problem is weary church members,” he said. “Our schedule makes me exhausted. 
I led our church to become a simple church for a lot of reasons. But I have to admit that one of 
the reasons was my own sanity.”

WEARY OF COMPLEXIT Y
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Church leaders gravitated to Simple Church because many of them saw their churches becoming 
less effective. One clear story came from Les in the Houston area. He is pastor of a Methodist 
church that is over 150 years old. “You would expect our church to be pretty traditional because 
it’s been around for so long,” he said with a smile. “But the reality is that we are not that stuck in 
our ways. I commend our members for their willingness to try new things.”

Les then got to the essence of his church’s challenge. “But there’s the rub. We keep trying new 
things, but it feels like we are becoming less effective,” he commented with more emphasis. “I 
turned to Simple Church because I knew we had to have a more effective way of making disciples.”

He then summarized the essence of the issue. “I have discovered the hard way,” he said, “that 
busyness is not the same as effectiveness. In fact, it can have the opposite effect.”

One of the most encouraging movements we are seeing around the world is a renewed emphasis 
by churches to reach the community in which they are located. Your church’s address is not an 
accident. God placed your church in a specific community to reach and to minister to the people 
in that community.

Far too many churches no longer even look like their communities. The residents outside the 
community look different than those who gather in the church’s facilities. They may even speak 
a different language.

For several decades, there has been an emphasis on church growth. For sure, we do want our 
churches to grow. If we are reaching more people for Christ, the numerical growth should reflect 
that. But church leaders are rightly asking the question, “Are we really making a difference in our 
community?”

Again, these church leaders began to see that more activities do not necessarily result in more 
effectiveness in reaching the community. More programs do not necessarily result in people be-
coming more vibrant disciples of Christ. 

This desire to be more effective in reaching the community was noted by hundreds of pastors and 
leaders in their quest to become a simple church. They knew the Great Commission must begin 
with their own Jerusalem. They read the words of the Acts 1:8 mandate with greater fervency 
and desire: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you. And you will be 
witnesses, telling people about me everywhere – in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth.”

Jerusalem had been neglected by many churches. It was time to change.

WEARY OF INEFFECTIVENESS

THE DESIRE TO REACH THE COMMUNIT Y
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The essence of the simple church movement was a desire to make a difference, a desire to be 
different. Many church leaders and members felt like they were going through the motions, that 
church had become more about programs and activities than making a difference. They saw 
Simple Church as a way to make the right kind of changes.

To be clear, these church leaders did not make wholesale changes to everything the church was 
doing. The few who did usually had rude wake-up calls of resistance from church members. For 
the most part, they were not opposed to programs and activities. But they were concerned about 
ineffective programs and activities. They were concerned if the flurry of activities did not lead to 
a true process of discipleship.

The heart of the simple church movement is simply a desire for our churches to be all that God 
wants us to be. It is a response of obedience. It is a desire to make a difference in this short time 
we have on this side of eternity.

Thus the simple church movement was born.

The writer of Ecclesiastes summed it up well: “History merely repeats itself. It has all been done 
before. Nothing under the sun is truly new. Sometimes people say, ‘Here is something new!’ But 
actually it is old; nothing is ever truly new” (Ecclesiastes 1:9-10).

The simple church is not really new. When we call it a new movement, we are really saying it is a 
renewed movement. It is simply asking the question, “Is our church effectively making disciples?”

The simple church movement gained momentum as tens of thousands of churches began asking 
that question one way or the other. And when COVID hit, there was a renewal of that question 
and focus. Indeed, one of the primary positive benefits of COVID was the opportunity for leaders 
to ask hard questions about their churches. They could no longer do business as usual.

I was recently in a coaching session with a pastor from South Carolina. I had never asked him why 
he requested coaching until this call. But I took the opportunity to begin our virtual call with that 
question.

“It really goes back several years,” he responded. “When Simple Church first came out, I led our 
church through the principles. It made a huge difference. But, over the years, we lost our focus. 
We are now a complex and ineffective church. COVID was a wake-up call for me. I decided to see 
if you would walk me through becoming a leader of a more effective church. My guess is we will 
talk about the simple church process a lot. I need to hear it.”

A TIME TO CHANGE.

A NEW MOVEMENT, BUT NOT REALLY

A TIME TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE.



8

Without a doubt, churches are returning to the simple church model. COVID has indeed become 
a wake-up call.

But some of you probably read Simple Church years ago and forgot most of the principles. Or you 
haven’t read the book at all. Let’s look at an overview of what a simple church really looks like.
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Eric and I knew we were on to something when the research started coming back. But neither 
one of us was prepared for the overwhelming nature of the results; nor were we ready for the 
responses by churches and their leaders. 

The first sign of the simple church revolution was simply the book sales. It seemed like our editor 
was contacting us every week with an update. The publisher was blown away. Yep, that’s a very 
good sign.

The next indicator came in the form of invitations to give more details of the simple church. Eric 
took most of the speaking engagements, and the invitations came in almost every day. He proba-
bly could have booked something seven days a week if he wanted to do so.

We could sense it. Church leaders could sense it. Though there is indeed nothing new under the 
sun, this message was fresh and seemed new. It was catching throughout the world.

Before we get to the essence of the simple church, let’s look at the research from a statistical 
perspective. Bear with me as we highlight its significance. 

The crux of the research asked a basic question: Do healthy and vibrant churches have a clear and 
simple process of discipleship compared to less healthy churches? We wanted to find out if clarity 
of the discipleship process was correlated to church health.

We hypothesized that there would be a positive correlation between clarity of the discipleship 
process and church health. But we did not anticipate the correlation would be so strong. After we 
had gathered data on over 400 churches, our statistical consultant told us we were on to some-
thing big. Really big.

CHAPTER 2

A SIMPLE CHURCH PRIMER

NOT FOR STATISTICAL NERDS ONLY

A SIMPLE CHURCH PRIMER
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The vibrant churches were much simpler than the comparison churches. The difference was so 
big that the probability of the results occurring by chance is less than one in a thousand. Statisti-
cal experts call this phenomenon a relationship at the .001 level.

To put it in perspective, when a researcher finds a relationship at the .05 level, he or she writes 
an academic paper. But when a researcher finds a relationship at the .001 level, he or she makes 
speeches and accepts awards. Eric spoke all over the place, and Simple Church was named the 
outstanding book in its genre for the year.

A simple church is a church that has a crystal-clear process of discipleship. Leadership under-
stands it. Church members understand it. But not only do they understand it, they know how to 
act upon it. The church knows how to be intentional about making disciples.

As we dug deeper into the research, we began to see common patterns. We wanted to know how 
the simple churches created, communicated, and enacted the process of discipleship. 
In simple terms, how did they do that?

While the first level of research was exciting, it only answered the question, What? What is a key 
difference between vibrant churches and other churches? As our study demonstrated emphat-
ically, a vibrant church has a clear process of discipleship. In other words, it is a simple church.

But we also wanted to answer the question, How? How did they make the process simple and 
clear? What exactly did they do to become a simple church?

It was at the second level of research that we became even more excited. We began to get an-
swers to the question, How? There was a pattern in most of these churches. Though it would 
not be precise enough to say it was a perfect linear pattern, we did find four elements that were 
somewhat sequential:

If you’ve never read Simple Church, these terms may seem a bit confusing. Well, we wouldn’t 
want a book on simplicity to be confusing, so let’s look at each of the four parts individually.

THE PROCESS BECOMES EVEN CLEARER

CL ARIT Y MOVEMENT ALIGNMENT FOCUS
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Have you ever asked someone in a church how the church makes disciples?

But ask someone in a church how they make disciples, and the answers are all over the place.

Simple churches respond to the How? question in two ways. First, they make sure their state-
ment is abundantly clear. Second, many of them describe precisely what they expect the mem-
bers of their churches to do to grow as disciples.

Did you get that? They connect the clarity of making disciples with a process. The process is, in 
essence, the minimum expectations of church members. For many church members growing in 
discipleship is a vague notion with no specific action, but the simple church process puts disciple-
ship in action.

When we first began to share about how churches communicated with clarity, we heard a couple 
of objections. First, some argued that growing as a disciple was more than commitment through 
a local church. We agree. But the local church has a definitive role in making disciples. Second, 
others said that growing as a disciple was personal, with disciplines like prayer and personal Bible 
study. Again, we agree, but becoming a disciple is both personal and corporate. The local church 
has a key role in making disciples.

In fact, the more we study these churches, the more we think the local church has the leading 
role in making disciples.

Simple churches, then, communicated with clarity the process of making disciples. For example, 
one church said clearly that their process of discipleship began with the minimum disciplines 
of attending worship, becoming active in a small group, being involved in at least one ministry 
through the church every year, and giving faithfully to the church.

Eventually, the church took these four minimal expectations and turned them into a simple vision 
statement: “Gather. Connect. Go. Give.” Gather in a worship service every week. Connect in a 
community group. Go outside the walls of the church in ministry. Give faithfully.

You can ask any regular attendee of that church what their process of discipleship is, and they will 
tell you: “Gather. Connect. Go. Give.” Likewise, you can ask them what their vision statement is, 
and they will tell you: “Gather. Connect. Go. Give.”

The vision is clear. The process of discipleship is clear. 

Clarity is very important in simple churches. 

CL ARIT Y

That is the essence of the Great Commission of Matthew 28:19 isn't it? 
Jesus said clearly, “Therefore, go and make disciples of all the nations.”  
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Simple churches made certain that all areas of the process were emphasized, that one was not 
more important than the other.

A number of these churches did so by having a volunteer or a staff person responsible for each 
part of the discipleship process. In the example above, the pastor emphasized the importance of 
the gathered worship service. A director of community groups worked to move people into those 
groups. A director of ministries sought to get everyone involved in at least one ministry each year. 
And a director of stewardship focused on faithful giving by the members. All director roles were 
held by volunteers.

In essence, the church leaders sought to move the members to areas of discipleship. From corpo-
rate worship to small groups. From small groups to ministry involvement. From ministry involve-
ment to faithful giving. “Gather. Connect. Go. Give.”

Our research showed that measuring was critical to keep the movement of the discipleship pro-
cess going. In our example above, most churches measure worship attendance and giving. Some 
keep track of attendance in small groups. Only a few measure the number of people involved in 
ministry. 

What a church measures gets emphasized. Once the simple churches decided the clear process of 
discipleship and how to move people through the process, they made certain they kept accurate 
measurements to stay on track.

The new member class was also critical to the simple church. This class is where those enter-
ing the church hear what is expected of them. Those expectations are made clear in the vision 
statement or process of discipleship. Again, in the example we gave, the expectations would be: 
“Gather. Connect. Go. Give.” 

New members, thus, would know how they are to be involved in the church, or how they are to 
grow as disciples through the church. They would understand with clarity, and they would see the 
movement of the discipleship process.

Once the process of discipleship is clarified, it should be the goal of the church to align all of its 
ministries, programs, and staff with the simple church process. Returning again to our example 
above, all ministries align with “Gather. Connect. Go. Give.” Everything the church does, all the 
programs they offer, all the activities they have on the calendar should all align with some aspect 
of the simple church process of discipleship.

Likewise, all staff members follow the process. Every leader in the student ministry should lead

MOVEMENT

ALIGNMENT
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the students to gather, connect, go, and give. Every leader in the worship ministry should encour-
age their participants to gather, connect, go, and give. It’s the DNA of everything that takes place 
in the church. Everything aligns.

Well, almost everything aligns.

As we have worked with church leaders toward becoming a simple church, we have learned that 
this process does not always work perfectly. After all, you are dealing with people. The goal is to 
work toward being a simple church. You will not arrive, but you will get closer.

Nowhere has the challenge been greater than the fourth part of the simple church process: focus.

Focus is the commitment to abandon everything that falls outside of the simple church process. 
In other words, you get rid of the clutter. You determine what the ineffective ministries, programs, 
and activities are. You look at the church calendar and determine what the church does not need 
to do.

This part of the simple church process can be exceedingly challenging. You run into sacred cows 
and pet ministries. You run into legacy programs. You run into opposition.

When we begin to look at the simple church in a post-COVID world, we will look even more close-
ly at the part of the process called focus. You see, we actually have found many churches to be 
more receptive to change in the last year. We have found a number of change-resistant members 
for whom COVID was a wake-up call in many ways.

But I am getting ahead of myself. We need to see what really took place in churches during the 
pandemic.

FOCUS
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Tragedy.

I know of no other way to describe the coronavirus of COVID-19.

Above all, there is the human tragedy. The sickness was scary because it was so powerful. Many 
survived it. But many died as well. It would be a surprise to find anyone who did not have a friend 
or relative hit hard with COVID. Many of you reading this book lost friends and loved ones. I did.

It will be years before we fully comprehend the emotional and psychological tragedy. Some of the 
trauma is connected to the quarantine we endured. Many of us went home and stayed home. 
Those who worked in offices learned to work remotely. Our favorite stores were closed. Our fa-
vorite restaurants were closed. 

Our lives changed dramatically.

The economic toll was massive. Businesses struggled to survive. Many didn’t make it. The world 
economy was in turmoil. The U. S. economy was too, but massive infusions of government fund-
ing kept us moving forward. At least most of us.

Some employees were furloughed. But they didn’t know if they would really get their jobs back 
or not. Furloughing often was followed by job deletion.

And the schools were also closed. Many parents were trying to work from home and manage 
their children who had to take classes remotely from home.

Tensions were high. Frustrations mounted.

COVID was scary, really scary. 

Churches were more than a microcosm of the COVID tragedies. Their very existence was tied to 
gathering. Gathering for worship. Gathering for small groups. Gathering for choir practice. Gath-
ering for ministry.

CHAPTER 3
AND THEN ALONG CAME COVID
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But the church had to stop gathering for a season, a long season.

It is a fascinating journey to see the paths most churches took during COVID. Of course, the pan-
demic is not gone. But even after it is mostly eradicated, the effects of the tragedy will be felt by 
churches for years, perhaps decades, to come.

It began with a totally unexpected quarantine.

Do you remember where you were when you first heard about the pandemic? I don’t. Unlike 
other tragedies, I don’t remember anything specifically. Perhaps I heard about a virus in China. Or 
maybe I heard about the first coronavirus case in the United States. But I really don’t remember.

I remember being in my third-grade class when Mrs. Cook told us to focus on what she was about 
to say. John F. Kennedy had been shot. The president was dead. That moment is seared in my 
memory.

I remember being a student at seminary when the Challenger exploded. I remember taking a day 
off from studying because it affected me so profoundly.

I remember coming into my office where I served as dean to watch as the Twin Towers fell. I re-
member the pit in my stomach because I was supposed to fly to New York that day. I can’t even 
remember why the trip was canceled.

But I don’t remember a singular moment with COVID. It sneaked up on us like a quiet but deadly 
serpent.

But I do remember the quarantine. I do remember taking walks in my neighborhood just to get out 
of the house. I remember walking on the opposite side of the road when someone approached 
me.

And I remember the quarantine and how it affected my church. We were supposed to move into 
our new facility. It was a renovated warehouse. We had spent quite a few dollars on it, but even 
more church member labor went into it. But we could not enter our new facility for several more 
months.

The quarantine was tough on churches. The people who were supposed to gather could not gath-
er. Some church leaders wondered if they would have a church on the other side of the quaran-
tine. Others wondered if the members would or could financially support the church. 

What does the ungathered church look like? The quarantine brought a lot of stress and many 
questions.

CHURCHES AND QUARANTINE
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There really was a lot of humor when churches started streaming digital services. Facebook had 
trouble handling all of the streaming that first Sunday morning. The digital services were jumpy 
and often frozen.

It was quite a sight to see pastors staring into a camera, not knowing exactly when to speak. One 
unfortunate pastor was picking his nose, not realizing the streaming had gone live. At least he got 
a lot of comments.

But looking back, churches did prove to be amazingly resilient. They made the move from the 
gathered service to a digital service in seemingly record time. No, the music was not always the 
best quality. And the live services featured a few faux pas like the nose-picking moment.

But the church did gather. And while the digital gathering was not ideal, it did keep the people 
connected. Soon community groups and Sunday school classes were meeting digitally as well. 
“Zoom” became more known as a means of communication rather than a fast car.

But most church leaders and members wanted to get back to in-person gatherings. The quaran-
tine was lasting longer than most had predicted. People were getting both restless and irritable.

For a season in the early months of COVID, there was unity in most congregations. A pandemic 
struck the world, and church members united to do whatever was required to keep the church 
healthy. For the most part, financial giving held steady, even increasing in some churches. Church 
leaders and members learned how to do streaming services to keep the church in front of the 
people and the community. Church members checked on one another.

But the pandemic dragged on. Everyone became weary. And tensions began to surface.

I don’t think any of us could have predicted the new issues of contention. Masks or no masks? 
In-person or digital? Social distance or stay close? Greeting time in worship or not? Okay, that last 
issue has been around a while, but it had a new emphasis during the pandemic.

People were weary of staying home in general. They could not go to their places of work. They 
could not go to their favorite restaurants. Many of their favorite stores were closed; some would 
never re-open. Add in the mix a polarized nation and people were getting frustrated and weary.

THE DIGITAL EXPLOSION OF THE CHURCH

WEARINESS AND DIVISION

One older pastor commented, “I’ll be dadgum, I am a megachurch pastor 
now!” His church of 40 had over 2,000 views on Facebook for their first 
streaming service. It would be down to around ten just a few weeks later. 
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The physical toll of COVID became personal for most people. Many had loved ones and friends 
who died. Many church members contracted COVID themselves. 

The weariness and divisiveness spread into the church, even when the church began to regather.

With some exceptions, churches regathered at an incremental rate. Many church leaders be-
lieved life would return to a pre-COVID normal. As the months progressed, it became apparent 
that the belief was a false hope. 

We monitored churches closely during the regathering. A few outliers had increased attendance 
or, to the other extreme, did not regather at all.

Church life was different as churches regathered. There were definitely fewer people. Many 
churches added more services to allow for social distancing. Many volunteers were no longer 
volunteering. Though the church was regathering, it was not the same. 

Church leaders began to ask us the question, "Will it ever be the same again?"

Our response was a clear and unequivocal, “No.” But not returning to a pre-COVID normal is not 
all bad. There seems to be a perception among many that churches were healthy before the pan-
demic, and that the only reason they are struggling today is because of COVID. That is simply not 
true.

Depending on how you define health, anywhere from two-thirds to 90 percent of churches in 
North America (and many other parts of the world) were not healthy. The pre-COVID church is 
not the good old days. We really don’t want to return to decline and mediocrity. We can’t long for 
Egypt while we are in the wilderness headed to the Promised Land.

It was a common question asked as churches regathered and COVID began to wane. Where have 
all the church members gone? And the ancillary question is just as frequent. Where have all the 
volunteers gone?

Both are legitimate and timely questions. Churches as a rule are smaller. Volunteers are fewer in 
number.

REGATHERING SLOWLY

WHERE HAVE ALL THE CHURCH MEMBERS GONE?

But most were down in attendance in              
a wide range from a 20 percent decline to 
a 70 percent decline. 
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Despite the challenges COVID presented, an abundance of opportunities were created. Church 
members see more clearly that their churches cannot do things the way they have always done. 
Resistance to change is subsiding. And even those most stubborn church members will likely be 
outnumbered by those waiting for their churches to adapt to this post-COVID world.

If you are simply waiting on a pre-COVID normal, you are on the wrong path. The truths of the 
faith have not changed. The Bible is still the Word of God. Jesus is still the only way of salvation. 
The Great Commission is still a mandate for today.

But the context, the culture, and the world in which we live have changed dramatically. COVID 
was not an interruption; it was a disruption. Churches don’t merely have to adapt; they have to 
change dramatically.

For many years, I have advocated incremental change in churches. Most congregations are plod-
dingly slow to accept and then embrace change. But we no longer have the option to wait for the 
change-resistant to catch up. The call is truly to change or die.

The simple church model is a great approach to implementing the change needed in churches 
today. It provides clarity. It aligns the ministries of the church. It moves people through a process 
of discipleship. And it clears out the complexity of the church.

As your church moves into this new phase of regathering, I will suggest a path you can take to 
move forward. The simple church model is not a silver bullet. But it does provide a way church 
leaders can help their churches become more relevant in a world that has changed dramatically.

Join me as we begin to demonstrate practical steps for your church to become an effective simple 
church in a post-COVID world.

Now is the time to look at your church as a blank slate.
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What will the church look like in the months and years following COVID? 

Our team at Church Answers receives that question regularly to this day. For sure, we cannot 
know with precision what the future holds. But we do see certain trends and actions that can 
benefit congregations in the present.

Specifically, we think your church can become an effective simple church right now. You may not 
have even considered going this path until COVID. Or you may not have thought your church 
would be willing to move in this direction. 

The pandemic has changed a lot of things, including the sense of urgency. A few months ago, I 
heard a Christian leader say he was waiting for things to return to normal before he led in sub-
stantive changes. Waiting is not a strategy unless the strategy is to fail.

Now is the time to look at your church as a blank slate. While doctrine and biblical truth are never 
changing, the methodologies must change – especially as we emerge from COVID.

As we work together through the simple church process in this chapter, please understand clearly 
it is but one methodology. It certainly is not a silver bullet. But it is a process for discipleship that 
has proven fruitful in thousands of churches around the world. Perhaps implementing the simple 
church process in your church is what needs to happen as COVID begins to wane.

Remember, we described the simple church as a process for discipleship that is clearly under-
stood by all church members. Below is the illustration we provided:

CHAPTER 4

CL ARIT Y MOVEMENT ALIGNMENT FOCUS

PRACTICAL STEPS TO BECOMING A SIMPLE 
CHURCH IN A POST-COVID WORLD
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While the process is not as linear as the illustration would indicate, it is a good way of looking at 
the simple church model. Let’s, therefore, look at each of the four components.

You can’t have a process unless everyone understands it. 

What you desire is for everyone in your church to understand what steps they should be taking 
in the church to become more vibrant disciples. You will not give them an exhaustive checklist of 
everything they should do. To the contrary, you will provide them with minimum guidelines for 
moving forward. They can (and should) always do more.

Eric Geiger and I have advocated for years to provide clarity in your vision statement. Most vision 
statements have too many words and are quickly forgotten if they were ever learned at all. What 
if your vision statement was profoundly simple and, at the same time, pointed church members 
to what they should be doing in the church to grow in Christ?

Let’s return to the vision statement we used as an example earlier. Here is a very simple, four-
word vision statement:

That’s it. Four simple words. These words are expressing the minimum expectations of members. 

They are to gather. Every member should attend faithfully a worship service every week. Chris-
tians are commanded to worship the Lord together. Look at many of the Psalms. Read Acts 2:42-
47. Not only are we mandated to worship the Lord, but we also encourage one another when we 
gather together. 

They are to connect. That’s a word picture to describe locking hands and arms with others. It is a 
good description of what it’s like to be in community together in a small group. That really should 
be one of the minimum expectations of church members. Our research clearly demonstrates that 
those in small groups stick in the church. Those who are in worship gatherings alone tend to leave.

They are to go. The members should be involved in at least one ministry in the church each year. 
Many should be involved in ministries that get them involved outside the walls of the church. The 
Great Commission should be at the heart of what these members do as part of their process of 
discipleship. If you have never looked at it, check out Pray & Go. It is a ministry that has served 
thousands of churches well. Indeed, it is one of the most non-threatening ministries we’ve seen 
to get church members into the community. 

They are to give. Every member should be a regular and faithful financial giver to the church. 
Jesus himself said it best:

CL ARIT Y

Gather. Connect. Go. Give.

“Wherever your treasure is, there the desires of your heart will also be” 
(Matthew 6:21). 
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That’s it. Four simple words that are both a vision statement and a process of discipleship. Bring 
some leaders of your church together to design your own vision statement. By the way, our exam-
ple could work in any church. Feel free to copy it as is, or adapt it for your own church.

“Are we there yet?”

Almost every parent has heard those words from their young children on a road trip. The kids 
want to arrive at the destination.

Discipleship on this side of heaven is a process, not a destination. The four-part linear steps we 
suggest are by no means a perfect example. But the arrows in the illustration communicate some 
type of movement.

This process of discipleship clearly implies movement. Process does not mean static. There is 
some type of activity taking place.

To be certain, you want your church members to be moving through the process of discipleship, 
but how do you practically implement it? The answer is basic. You measure it. What gets mea-
sured in the church gets attention. 

Do you know why your church pays attention to people attending worship? Among other reasons, 
your measurement of it indicates its priority. And I bet most of you measure the giving in your 
church. You probably provide the numbers to your congregation as well. 

So, do you see what you are communicating? Worship attendance is important. Giving is import-
ant. It has to be important because you are measuring it.

Do you remember the simple church vision statement example above? “Gather. Connect. Go. 
Give.” You are already measuring gather and give, now measure connect and go.

Connect is your small group attendance. Measure it. Keep track of it. Report it. When you do, it 
becomes important.

Go is your ministry participation. You may not have ever kept track of it, but you can begin. It may 
take some manual assessment every quarter, but it’s not that difficult. Look at your small group 
names, for example, and find out how many were involved in a ministry the past quarter. 

Now consistently report four metrics on a regular basis. Report worship attendance (Gather). 
Report small group attendance (Connect). Report ministry involvement (Go). And report financial 
receipts (Give).

As you keep track of these metrics, your church members will see what is deemed important. And 
you will determine what needs more emphasis and direction.

MOVEMENT
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And your church will be in the movement phase of the simple church.

Think of all that your church does and offers. It has worship services. It may have mission teams. 
It has student and children’s ministries. It probably has committees, maybe lots of committees. 
Just look at your church calendar. And there may be a lot of activities that are not even on the 
calendar.

What you want to do is determine if every ministry, every activity, and every program of the 
church can align with one or more of the components of the simple church: Gather. Connect. Go. 
Give.

Alignment is good. You have likely driven a car that is out of alignment. The car wants to pull in a 
direction you don’t want to go. You are fighting just to keep the car on the road. Driving exhausts 
you. In fact, you can’t wait to get out of the car.

A misaligned church is similar. It does not go the direction it is meant to go. It is exhausting to lead 
it or participate in it. Many leaders and members are just ready to get out of the church.

An aligned church is a beautiful thing to behold. Everyone is going in the same direction. The pro-
cess is invigorating instead of exhausting. Every ministry, program, and activity has a purpose that 
aligns perfectly with at least one component of the vision statement.

Yes, alignment is a good thing. 

But if you truly align every aspect of the church with the vision statement, there will be some 
things you are doing that don’t fit. They don’t align. That’s where focus comes into play.

When Eric and I first wrote Simple Church, we discovered that a lot of leaders wanted to go di-
rectly to the stage called focus. I get it. The church leaders knew intuitively that their churches 
were too complex. They knew they were too busy, and they knew many of their members were 
too busy.

But if you start with focus and eliminating a lot of things without careful forethought, you can get 
into trouble.

In the previous stage, you aligned all of your ministries, programs, and activities. You made cer-
tain everything fit within the vision statement. “Gather. Connect. Go. Give.” You had a process to 
move everyone through this discipleship path.

But you will likely have some facets of your church that don’t align well. You need to eliminate 

ALIGNMENT

FOCUS
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them. They are clutter. They keep members busy, but they don’t push the church forward.

Bryan is not his real name, but he really is a pastor of a non-denominational church in Texas. We 
worked through the simple church process, and he adopted a vision statement similar to my ex-
ample.

They eventually had to go.

I remember when we got to Sunday evening worship, a tradition in his church. He had aligned it 
with “Gather.” That’s fair. Then I asked him how the Sunday evening service was different in pur-
pose than the Sunday morning service. Bryan did not have an answer. At least he did not have a 
good answer.

To be clear, I am not against Sunday evening services. I just want to know why the church does 
what it does. When I asked Bryan why they kept it, he simply said it was what the church wanted. 
But I pointed out the attendance had been dropping for years. It was now less than 20 percent of 
the morning worship attendance. The church members were voting “no” with their feet.

Bryan was smart. He knew the service had outlived its original purpose. It was clutter. 
Focus means you get rid of clutter.

Of course, use wisdom. 
Of course, don’t destroy the church in the process. 
Of course, seek wise counsel.

But your church can’t afford to keep investing resources in ministries that don’t move the church 
forward.

That is why focus is so important.

We will look at the urgency of the moment in the next chapter.

We went through the arduous process 
of aligning every ministry with the 
vision statement. Not to my surprise, 
about 40 percent of the activities did 
not align. They were clutter. 

The world is changing rapidly, and the church must be ready to reach 
that culture. 
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Eric and I were both gratified with the incredible receptivity Simple Church got when it was re-
leased several years ago. But today the book seems more relevant than ever. COVID has truly 
brought into focus the urgency of the moment.

To be clear, urgent change was needed in many, if not most, churches, particularly those across 
North America. Churches had to change or die.

A book I wrote after Simple Church actually had a larger audience. It was called Autopsy of a 
Deceased Church. The small book used a basic approach. I interviewed church members whose 
churches had closed their doors. Simply stated, I wanted to know why churches died.

The interviews were painful but enlightening. Though there were several issues common in these 
churches, there were two that were repeated in every church. First, the churches had drifted into 
personal preference rather than outward focus. Increasingly the churches sought to please the 
members and meet their articulated preferences. In essence, these churches moved from a New 
Testament congregation to a religious country club.

Second, the churches resisted change, almost any kind of change. We told the story of the study 
of 600,000 heart patients in Simple Church.  All of the patients were told to do a few simple things 
and they could have lived a long life. Change your diet. Quit smoking and drinking. Exercise. Re-
duce stress.

That’s it. If the patients made the decisions to change in those areas, they would live. Conversely, 
if they made no changes, they would die.

The researchers found that 90 percent of them had not made the lifestyle decisions to live. In 
essence, they were choosing to die.

Churches are both an organization and an organism. Sadly, many times the members and even 
the leaders are not willing to make the necessary changes to live and thrive. They choose to con-
tinue their old ways. They are choosing to die.

CHAPTER 5
THE URGENCY OF THE MOMENT
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This reminder is a pointed discussion for you to understand there was urgency before COVID. 
Changes should have been made before the pandemic. But since the dreaded disease swept our 
world and our churches, the urgency is greater than any point in years, perhaps centuries.

Churches must change or die.

A time warp is a fictitious spatial distortion that allows time travel. In essence, COVID has acceler-
ated us into the future. Trends have been heightened. Challenges have been exacerbated. We are 
at least four years in the future on many issues as a consequence of the pandemic. One research-
er I read said we were thrust ten years into the future.

What does that mean for your church?

It means that, if your church had a gradual decline before COVID, the decline will be greater. 
The pandemic has ripped at least four years off the timeline. It means that, if you had marginal 
or peripheral members or attendees, they are likely gone. The chances of their return are slim. 
It means that, if your church was reaching a declining number of people with the gospel, your 
church is likely reaching fewer today and in the near future. 

The moment is urgent because we all have been thrust into a future with unexpected speed. The 
timing to become a simple church could not be better. It is not just better, it is imperative. And 
while I understand there are other ways to affect change, I urge you to do something else if you 
don’t use this model.

I was recently on a coaching call with a New England pastor. He chuckled when I began to talk 
about the disappearance of cultural Christians. He told me his area had not seen cultural Chris-
tians in half of a century.

He is right. There are population pockets around the nation and the world that do have cultural 
Christians, but they are disappearing fast. In some cases, they were never there at all.

A cultural Christian is an oxymoron because he or she is really not a Christian at all. These people 
have claimed the label of Christian for cultural reasons. Perhaps they knew their family lineage 
was Christian, so they adopted the name for themselves. Perhaps they perceived claiming the 
Christian faith would help them in their business or political position. Perhaps the neighborhood 
was predominantly Christian, and he or she just wanted to fit in.

THE COVID TIME WARP

THE DISAPPEARANCE OF CULTURAL CHRISTIANS

If your church does not change, it will die. 
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They are Christian in name only.

There have been two common manifestations by those who are cultural Christians. First, they 
claim the label of Christian when it’s convenient and culturally appropriate. Second, they occa-
sionally attend church worship services. Their attendance may have been as frequent as every 
other week, or as infrequent as Easter and Christmas Eve only, but they nevertheless affiliated 
with a church.

Now here is the pre-COVID reality. Depending on what part of the nation or world you live in, 
these cultural Christians could have accounted for as much as half of your attendance just ten 
years ago. That number has been declining before the pandemic, but now it is dropping fast.

The cultural Christian is disappearing from your church. In fact, the cultural Christian is disappear-
ing altogether.

The consequences of this exit could be massive for your church. But the consequences have both 
negative and positive implications.

From the negative perspective, your attendance may have been declining pre-COVID largely due 
to the migration out of the cultural Christians. These persons no longer see the personal benefit 
of identifying with the faith. They may check “none” when asked about religious preferences. 

If twice a month attendees are no longer attending your church, you will definitely see a decline. 
If the Easter and Christmas only attendees are no longer attending, the decline will be subtle.

Regardless, many churches were declining before COVID because of the decline in the number of 
cultural Christians. That trend has been exacerbated by the pandemic.

At one time, it was unusual to hear about a church closing its doors. Today, it is painfully common.

THE DEATH AND DECLINE OF MANY CHURCHES

Simply stated, the cultural Christian is not a Christian at all. They have 
not had an encounter with the living Savior. They have not repented of 
their sins and accepted the grace of Jesus Christ.  

We estimate the number of 
churches closing in North America 
was 8,000 per year before COVID. 
Now the number each year is closer 
to 15,000. The number of churches 
closing in a post-COVID world has 
doubled in under two years.

8,000 PER YEAR
TO

15,000 PER YEAR
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Many churches are being planted or started. Many churches are being replanted or adopted. For 
those we are very grateful. But many churches are dying as well. The urgency of the moment 
cannot be denied.

Even if they are not dying, the vast majority of churches in North America are in decline and in 
need of revitalization. 

Please reread the previous sentence closely. Nine out of ten churches are self-identified as need-
ing revitalization.

The time is indeed urgent.

I have done hundreds of church consultations. I have done thousands of coaching calls with 
church leaders. In the context of my personal work and the more expansive work of my team at 
Church Answers, we have discovered the most common reason churches are declining, whether 
before the pandemic or after the pandemic.

Are you ready for this insight?

Most churches that are not growing and reaching people are not trying to reach people.

Okay, I know that sounds pretty self-evident, but it’s a reality. When we look at the resources 
expended by churches to reach people beyond the walls of the church, the results are often dis-
couraging.

We are not asking our members to reach beyond the walls of the church. We are not expending 
significant funds to reach beyond the walls of the church. We are not emphasizing the importance 
of reaching beyond the walls of the church. And we are not making the matter of reaching beyond 
the walls of the church a priority in our new member classes.

Do you get the picture?

It’s like expecting to be healthy without a healthy diet and exercise. We simply are not doing it.

Before the pandemic, different researchers noted that the num-
ber of churches in decline in America ranged from 65 percent to 80                   
percent. In this post-COVID world we have entered, the number of 
churches self-identified by their pastors as needing revitalization is 
now slightly over 90 percent. 

THE HARVEST IS READY
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And here is the reality: the harvest is still abundant. Contrary to common perceptions, most 
non-Christians are not antagonistic to gospel conversations. In an older study our team did (see 
The Unchurched Next Door by Thom S. Rainer), we found that only 5 percent of non-Christians 
would be antagonistic about having a gospel conversation with a Christian. In that same study, 
we found three out of four non-Christians would be receptive or, at worst, neutral about talking 
about Christ with a Christian. 

Do you see the incongruence? Our churches are doing less to reach people while more people are 
ready to be reached. This receptivity is a clarion call for an urgent response. 

Now is the time.

Five years after the release of Simple Church, Eric Geiger and I released an updated edition. We in-
cluded a chapter on lessons we’ve learned after working with hundreds of churches through nu-
merous conferences and consultations. I am grateful for the opportunity to make some additions.

Now I am ready to make another major addition. To be fair, we both assumed church leaders 
would be thinking about this issue as a normal course of ministry. Now, we can see clearly we 
should not be making such assumptions.

The addition is straightforward and simple: The simple church model should be infused with the 
Great Commission at all points. I can no longer assume a model will be used for an outward focus. 
It must be clear and evident throughout the process. While we did not ignore this issue in the 
book, I now know we have to be highly intentional and repetitive.

The time is indeed urgent. But what is the urgency? It is basic. People need to hear the good news 
of Jesus Christ. And, in this new reality, as we emerge from COVID, the need is clear and evident.

The simple church process must be a Great Commission process. How do you do that? 

It’s the subject of my final chapter.

URGENCY AND THE SIMPLE CHURCH MODEL

So, hear me clearly. The simple church model without the outward 
focus of the Great Commission is like bones without life. It is a good 
structure, but it has no New Testament meaning without the priority 
of evangelism infused in it. 
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The simple church process is an incredible way to get your church on track in a post-COVID world. 
It can help your church understand where it’s going, and where it needs to go to get there. But I 
would be remiss, if not biblically negligent, if I did not urge for the process to be infused with the 
Great Commission.

The Great Commission is all about making disciples. The simple church process is a way for disci-
ple-making to take place. But we often forget that disciple-making means a person must first be 
a follower of Christ before he or she can grow as a Christian. Simply stated, when evangelism is 
neglected, discipleship is impossible.

Evangelism is being neglected in many churches today. Indeed, it is possible to lead a church 
through the mechanical components of the simple church process without mentioning evange-
lism. The Great Commission has become the great omission.

In this last chapter, I will return us to the vision statement of the simple church process we showed 
as an example. It was just four words:

Now, let’s take that vision statement and infuse it with Great Commission evangelism. If we are 
going to reach people in the post-COVID world, we have to make certain evangelism becomes one 
of our highest priorities.

Keep in mind, the approaches I will suggest are examples. There are endless ways you can take 
evangelism to new heights in your church. Just make certain you do something.

CHAPTER 6

Please hear me clearly. Simple church as a process of making disciples 
is a very good approach. But your church won’t have any disciples to 
make if it is not intentional about sharing the gospel. 

Gather. Connect. Go. Give.

SIMPLE CHURCH, COVID, AND 
THE GREAT COMMISSION
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When we provided the example of the simple church vision statement, we wanted to focus on 
the minimum expectations of church members. Presumably, this vision statement was covered in 
a new members’ class and emphasized regularly to the congregation.

Gather, thus, was the expectation to attend a worship service every week. Connect communi-
cated the clear importance of connecting to others in some type of group: small group, Sunday 
school class, life group, community group, etc. Go was the standard for everyone to be involved 
in some type of ministry of the church. And Give was the expectation of faithful financial stew-
ardship.

On the surface, Gather means attending the worship service only. You join others in corporate 
singing and corporate prayer. You listen to your pastor preach God’s word. You enjoy the fellow-
ship of other believers.

How then can you infuse evangelism in the service?

Of course, the preacher can communicate the gospel clearly. The Holy Spirit definitely convicts 
persons during prayer, singing, and preaching. How, then, can all the members become an evan-
gelistic force in the worship gathering?

In our studies of churches reaching people with the gospel consistently, we have seen the simple 
pattern of consistently inviting others to attend. One church has “invite cards” that look like busi-
ness cards. The pastor often reminds the members to take one or more and use them to invite 
someone to the church.

Many churches have used the ministry called Invite Your One.  The concept is to have a singular 
day where everyone invites at least one person to church. Though it may sound like an old-fash-
ioned high attendance day, it really has another purpose. The idea is to demonstrate to your 
church members that there are people who will attend worship services if they are invited.

A pastor in Ohio told us it was a paradigm shift for his church members. “Our members were cer-
tain that the culture would not be receptive to coming to church,” he told us. “They were shocked 
when people begin accepting a personal invitation to church during our Invite Your One empha-
sis. They were even more stunned when our attendance was up 70 percent that day!"

As churches have regathered, perhaps the time is right in the near future to have a renewed em-
phasis on inviting people to church. The harvest is great, as Jesus told us:

GATHER AND THE GREAT COMMISSION

“but the workers are few … ask him to send more workers into his fields” 
(Matthew 9:37-38). 
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Allow me a personal story about this aspect of the vision statement. Remember, Connect is the 
part of the vision statement that says we lock arms and hands with others by being a part of a 
small group.

My son, Jess, is my pastor at the Church at Spring Hill in Spring Hill, Tennessee. With his permis-
sion, I started a new community group, our name for the small group gathering. Because I am 
the second oldest person in the church, I thought we might have the opportunity to reach older 
boomer families whose children were no longer living at home.

In addition to inviting people personally, I put a video ad on Facebook where I simply invited 
people to our community group. I paid a small weekly fee and directed the ad to just the zip code 
where the church is located.

At first, we had no response. After a few weeks, we began to see a person or a couple visit our 
community group. Though we never had a massive flow of guests come at any one time, the 
growth was steady. As I looked back, most of the community group was built off of personal invi-
tations and Facebook invitations.

Even before the pandemic hit, I stopped running the ads. That was a big mistake on my part. 
When our class did not invite others, we did not see new faces. As the gathered church returns, 
and as we are able to resume gathered community groups where everyone feels comfortable 
in-person, I am committed to running the Facebook ads again. I am committed to inviting people 
to my community group again.

In this vision statement, Connect means gathering in groups. Your simple church process should 
include a way for Great Commission evangelism to be infused in your groups.

The third word of the vision statement, Go, should open up countless ideas and possibilities for 
Great Commission evangelism. This expectation means that members are involved in at least one 
ministry through the church each year. While members certainly need to care for one another, 
all of ministry should not be focused on just ourselves. We must reach outside the walls of the 
church.

Let’s look for example at the ministry, Pray & Go. It is the most popular outreach ministry re-
source we offer at Church Answers. Through the thousands of leaders in the Church Answers’ 
community, we get great reports of people being reached for Christ.

Pray & Go is designed to be a non-threatening approach to get your members in the community. 
Church members actually walk into a neighborhood (or whatever the context may be). They stop 
in front of a house and pray for those in the home. They don’t knock on the door. They typically 
don’t even speak to anyone. After they pray for those in the home, they leave a hanger on the 
door.

CONNECT AND THE GREAT COMMISSION

GO AND THE GREAT COMMISSION
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The door hanger says something like, “We prayed for those of you in your home. Please let us 
know if you have any prayer requests or if we can serve you in any way.” The door hanger includes 
the church address, the church website, an email address, and a phone number to ask for further 
prayer.

A church in Georgia has used Pray & Go three years in a row. They emphasize it four months out 
of each year. When they first started Pray & Go, their average worship attendance was 160. 

They asked 24 people to commit to going into the community once a month. So, over the four-
month emphasis of Pray & Go, each person would make only four visits into the neighborhoods. 
They had a goal to get to and pray for 1,000 homes their first year.

Pray & Go is but one example of a Great Commission evangelistic emphasis for a church. There 
are countless outreach ministries available. The vision statement of the simple church should be 
a vision to go.

In the simple church example we provided, we cited Give as one of the minimum expectations of 
church members. In this vision statement, it referred to faithful and regular giving.

Let’s look at it, however, from the perspective of the overall budget. One clear trend we have seen

GIVE AND THE GREAT COMMISSION

They just exceeded it by reaching 
1,027 homes the first year. In the 
second year, they reached their goal 
of 1,200 homes, and in the third year, 
they exceeded 1,500 homes. In just 
three years, with just 24 people 
committing to go into the community 
once a month for four months, the 
church has prayed for 3,700 homes.

The number of guests coming to 
the church has tripled. The church’s 
worship attendance passed 200 
after the third year of Pray & Go. And 
most importantly, over 60 people 
have become followers of Christ and 
are active in the church. 

1,027
1,200
1,500

3,700

1ST YEAR
2ND YEAR
3RD YEAR

HOMES
PRAYED FOR
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for years in these budgets is disturbing. Churches are using fewer dollars every year to evangelize 
their immediate community. In fact, in one informal study we did, nearly half of the churches allo-
cated none of their budget dollars to reach and evangelize their neighborhoods and community. 

In many ways, this pattern means we are disregarding the mandate of Jerusalem in Acts 1:8. We 
are not trying to reach those closest to us.

If our money reflects the priorities of our heart, our budget reflects the priorities of the church. 
When we have a vision statement that emphasizes “give,” are we excited to show members where 
the money they give will be used? Will we be able to point to clear and tangible ministries and 
evangelistic efforts to those in our community?

I encourage leaders to reverse the evangelism drift that we see in so many churches. Year by year, 
increase the funding to reach your community.

That is Great Commission obedience with giving.

The pandemic has been devastating to the world. Lives were lost. Sickness was pervasive. Econo-
mies were racked. Businesses were shuttered.

But God is still on His throne.

And God is presenting us a new opportunity, a blank slate if you will. COVID forced us to ask the 
tough questions, and that’s not a bad thing. Are we doing all we should? Are we doing some 
things we should stop? Are we even relevant in our community? Are our ministries focused more 
on ourselves than those beyond the walls of the church? Is our staffing aligned? Does our facility 
fit our future?

This book has suggested the simple church approach to ministry as a place to start with this blank 
slate opportunity. Not only is the simple church a process of discipleship, but it is also a tool that 
forces us to do those things that really matter.

Above all, evangelism should infuse every aspect of the simple church process. Most of our 
churches have, by our actions, ignored the Great Commission. Every aspect of the simple church 
paradigm should have evangelism at the forefront.

Now, it’s time.

It’s time to stop the excuses and see where God will lead you and your church. The post-COVID 
world is different. It will never be the same again. We have experienced a major disruption, not 
an inconvenient interruption.

IT'S A BLANK STATE
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But none of these events caught God by surprise. And it’s not the first time the world has been 
disrupted by a cataclysmic event. In fact, the Bible is replete with historical accounts of major 
disruptions.

God’s people responded then. God’s people can respond now.

Welcome to a post-COVID world. 

It is indeed a great opportunity.

We are coming out of the wilderness. But, if we listen carefully to 
the voice of God, and if are obedient to His commands, a promised 
land awaits us. 


