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PRIVATE
(Ventura, CA) –

      America's leading researcher of religious trends and church activity begins a new seminar tour tomorrow to address four of the top-rated ministry challenges identified in a survey of more than 6000 church leaders. The major challenges, according to church leaders, are reaching the unchurched; establishing an effective discipleship ministry; building viable lay leadership teams; and implementing significant ministry evaluation.                           

     George Barna, president of the Barna Research Group and author of 29 books regarding cultural trends, religious activity and church-based ministry, will visit 52 markets across the country to present a full-day seminar during which he will describe the results of the two years of research he has conducted in these four areas of interest.

Reaching the Unchurched 

     The United States has so many unchurched people that the nation has become one of the primary missions targets of Christians who live in other countries around the world. Many unchurched adults were former church-goers who dropped out because they did not feel that they were receiving adequate value. After interviewing several thousand unchurched adults and teenagers, Barna concluded that the same strategies that succeeded in attracting today's churched population may not work among the unchurched.       

     "We found that they are less relational than churched people," explained the researcher, "and they are looking for different benefits and outcomes than we often assume they desire. We found that seeker services are not necessary if other significant needs are met while they are on a church campus."    

     The research presented in the seminar also describes what the unchurched want from a church, what it will take to get them there, and what is likely to keep them from attending. Barna and his firm studied several dozen churches that are unusually effective at attracting and retaining unchurched people and identified a dozen unique traits of such churches that enable them to impact those who have abandoned the church. 

Creating True Disciples 

     For years, Barna's research has underscored the lack of biblical literacy within the Church. His new research, however, goes far beyond a study of the beliefs of born again Christians. "True discipleship is about a lifestyle, not simply about stored up Bible knowledge," Barna noted. "Often, churches assume that if people are reading the Bible and attending a small group, then real discipleship is happening. Unfortunately, we found that's often not the case. Discipleship is about being and reproducing zealots for Christ. Discipleship, in other words, is about passionately pursuing the lifestyle and mission of Jesus Christ. Our studies revealed that a surprisingly small proportion of born again Christians claim that they are aggressively seeking to be true followers of the Lord."

     Among the obstacles to effective discipleship identified by Barna are starting the process too late in people's lives and the absence of a worldview that facilitates genuine discipleship. "Christianity would be incredibly influential in our culture if Christians consistently lived their faith," the seminar leader stated. "Most non-Christians don't read the Bible, so they judge Christianity by the lives of the Christians they see. The problem is that millions of Christians don't live like Christians - and that's partially because they don't know what they believe and therefore cannot apply appropriate scriptural values in their life." In the seminar, Barna not only outlines steps toward alleviating such problems, but also identified five models of discipleship currently used by churches to generate significant results. 

Lay Leadership Teams  

     In the early stages of his two years of research on how churches use lay leadership teams to get ministry done, Barna confesses he became confused. "What I didn't understand at first was that even though most churches claim they use leadership teams, they are actually using work groups. There's a huge difference. Work groups focus on assigned tasks; teams pursue vision. Work groups are self-contained production units working within prescribed parameters. Leadership teams are small units of individuals with complementary leadership aptitudes who motivate others to get involved, mobilize their efforts around a compelling vision, and direct the flow of effort and resources to accomplish a series of tasks within a larger framework of ministry output. Churches that rely on work groups survive. Churches that rely on lay leadership teams explode with growth and community impact."

      The research also showed that churches that use teams have less conflict, fewer full-time staff, and more extensive ministries than churches that rely on staff and work groups. During the seminar, Barna discusses how churches who are effectively utilizing lay leadership teams identify appropriate team partners, develop their leadership and teamwork skills, and provide an environment that allows for impact.

Ministry Evaluation 

      The typical church evaluates how it's doing in ministry, but uses relatively meaningless criteria in the process. Barna's study found that the most common evaluation criteria are attendance, membership, revenue, ratio of pastoral staff to congregants, and square footage. "Those measures are interesting but ultimately insignificant. The church exists to bring about life transformation. Measures such as attendance and staff ratios have little direct relationship to the spiritual condition and growth of the people. If a church wants to determine its' spiritual health, it must measure indicators of true health. Filling seats and hiring staff are not significantly correlated to congregation vitality. A variety of other measures can be employed to gage spiritual well-being and growth."

     Again, Barna's efforts produced practical helps for churches that want to know where they stand and how to move forward. Among the outcomes of the research are three measurement tools that churches are using to evaluate the health of their ministry. During the seminar session, Barna not only describes his research regarding the measures that work, but also outlines the three evaluation approaches facilitated by those measurement tools.



