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Introduction 
This article is part of the “Recent Denominational Research in New Church Development” 
document. The report in its entirety is also available. The Recent Denominational Research in 
New Church Development report attempts to capture the findings of recent research on new 
church starts in mainline denominations and some other relevant churches. It was prepared for 
Path One by the Lewis Center for Church Leadership of Wesley Theological Seminary. While 
acknowledging that there has not been a great deal of careful research on the subject, there was a 
felt need to try to capture what was present in the scholarly literature. The goal is to make the 
research as accessible as possible to members of the Path One team so that the findings can 
inform their work.  
 
The Lewis Center has an interest in new church starts growing out of its mission to provide 
research, resources, and ideas to support church leaders so that there will be an increase in 
congregational and denominational service, vitality, and growth. In addition to this project for 
Path One, the Lewis Center is engaged in a research partnership with Dr. Donald R. House and 
RRC, Inc. of Bryan, Texas, studying new church starts in several conferences. Preliminary 
findings from the research on new starts in Texas are included in this report. This work is funded 
by the Texas Methodist Foundation. Also underway is a study of the new church starts in the 
Virginia Conference done in partnership with Dr. House and funded by the Virginia 
Conference. 
 
In undertaking this task, the Lewis Center has: 
 
1) Identified the relevant research on new church starts in mainline denomination and some other 
churches 
2) Outlined the scope and methodology of each study 
3) Summarized the key learnings of each study in an executive summary of findings 
4) Developed a list of what Lewis Center director Lovett H. Weems, Jr., sees as the “Actionable 
Strategic Insights” from this body of research that are most critical for the United Methodist 
Church in its efforts to establish new congregations 
 
The report presents the findings of five studies on new church starts published between 1990 and 
2007 as well as the preliminary research report on United Methodist new church starts in Texas. 
 
Sources 
The publication information for each study is provided for those wishing to pursue the findings 
further. Any sharing of this report or portions of it should always provide the source and 
copyright information of the portions cited. 
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Why new churches? 

 
1. New church starts are one of the most effective means of reaching new populations.  

o As the age of churches grows, the proportion experiencing growth declines 

o In 1906, one-half of the churches in the predecessor denominations of the United 
Methodist Church were less than 25 years old; today most UM churches are over 
90 years old (Lyle Schaller) 

o Existing churches alone cannot be expected to increase attendance in proportion 
with population growth 

o The only means by which the denomination can possibly keep pace with 
population growth is through new church starts 

 

2. New church starts are critical to denominational growth.   

o All denominations lose members. 
o The difference for growing churches is that they receive more members than they 

lose. 
o Growing denominations have higher rates of new church starts. 
o The rate of growth in new church starts determines whether they lessen 

membership loss or produce membership gain. 
 

Where to place new churches? 

 
3. Denominations should maintain a vital balance in which they continue to focus on 

their strengths at the same time that they expand their constituencies. 

o Build on your strengths. 
o Expand your constituencies.  In making the case for reaching the poor, Bishop 

Francis Asbury said we must transfer resources from “the center to the 
periphery.”   

 

4. Target areas should be selected with great care, recognizing that population growth 

is an important, though not the only, factor to consider. 

 

What kind of new churches? 

 

5. In order for the denomination to grow, a larger segment of new churches need to 

reach 350 in average worship attendance within 5 to 7 years, with many of those 

averaging more than 500 in worship. 

o If our goal is to reach more people, younger people, and more diverse people, we 
must recognize that since 1975 the group of churches consistently doing all three 
has been churches averaging 500 or more in worship. 

For more information about new church starts visit us online at www.path1.org.
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o In 1975 these churches represented 1 percent of churches and about 8-9% of 
membership and attendance.  Today they represent 2 percent of churches and 

o 20% of membership 
o 20% of attendance 
o 24% of professions of faith 
o 25% of youth 
o 26% of children 
o 29% of people of color 

  

6. Every new church start should have a goal of being sustainable without resources 

from the district, conference, or general church within three to seven years. 

o This does not mean all churches must be “self-sustaining.”  It does mean that if 
the church is not able to support itself fully, their partners will be other 
congregations or other sources of help where the relationship is more direct and 
relational. 

o Otherwise, denominational assistance will be limited only to a few churches 
requiring ongoing assistance instead of helping many get started. 

 

What kind of leadership for new churches? 
 

7. An increase in the number of clergy under 35 is essential for new church 

development success.  
o Many studies have found that the ideal age range for founding pastors is 25 - 35. 
o Today the percentage of United Methodist clergy under 35 is less than 5 percent 

(down from over 15% in 1985). 
 

8. Careful selection of founding pastors using research-based criteria, along with 

adequate training, supervision, mentoring, and peer support are essential. 

 

How to fund the new churches? 

 

9. The United Methodist Church has sufficient resources today to fund new church 

starts, but the assets will need to be tapped strategically. 

o In promoting a rural strategy when the United States was moving westward and 
growing increasingly rural, Bishop Asbury used a phrase similar to what he used 
to advocate for the poor when he sought resources from the established urban 
areas for the frontier missions.  He said we “must draw resources from the center 
to [the] circumference.” 

o Our situation today is just the opposite.  We need to find a way in our new 
situation to draw resources from the circumference where so much was invested 
in the 19th and 20th centuries for 21st century frontiers?   

o We have the assets. 
o In 1964, the last year of membership gain by the EUB and Methodist 

denominations, the average net assets (assets minus debt) per church were 
$93,802. 

o In 2005, the net assets per church were $1, 420,466.  [Inflation would have 
brought the figure to $577,081 by 2005.] 

For more information about new church starts visit us online at www.path1.org.
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About the Lewis Center for Church Leadership 

 
The Lewis Center for Church Leadership was established in 2003 by Wesley Theological 
Seminary in Washington, DC, to advance the understanding of Christian leadership and promote 
the effective and faithful practice of Christian leadership in the church and in society.  The 
Center seeks to be a trusted resource for church leadership ideas, research, resources, and 
training so that there will be an increase in congregational and denominational service, vitality, 
and growth.  The Center is building a new vision for church leadership grounded in faith, 
informed by knowledge, and exercised in effective action.  It seeks a holistic understanding of 
Christian leadership that brings together theology and management, scholarship and practice, 
research and application. 
 

Learn more about the Lewis Center for Church Leadership at 
www.churchleadership.com. 

 
Subscribe to Leading Ideas 

 

The Lewis Center publishes a free bi-weekly online newsletter called Leading Ideas.  It provides 
thoughtful, relevant, and succinct information for church leaders.  Those wishing to view or 
subscribe to Leading Ideas may go to www.churchleadership.com. 
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