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Turn-around Churches 

 

Kevin Ward 

 

In 1978 I began as the minister in my first church, having just graduated from theological college and 

been ordained by the Baptist Church. It was a relatively small church, something less than 100 in 

attendance, which had been in decline. There were more  older people than younger, only a small 

number of families and 5 young people. The last minister though had developed a good spirit in the 

church and building on this I could be seen to have had a turn-around ministry. The pattern of decline 

was reversed and attendance lifted to over 300 and perhaps 100 young people were involved in the 

life of the church in some way. 

 

How did it happen? First I focused on making sure I delivered good quality relevant biblical 

preaching. It was the heyday of charismatic renewal and the worship of the church was renewed, 

aided by the arrival of a good number of excellent musicians. We developed a solid small group 

structure, focused on growing good youth and children’s ministries and developed good leaders in a 

variety of areas, eventually employing 3 fulltime pastoral staff. Again the development of these 

leaders was ably assisted by the arrival of some very able people from elsewhere. It was the means by 

which the minister of the church I attended during my university had turned it around a decade earlier. 

But that was the 1970s and 80s and back then if you did those core traditional elements of ministry 

well and made them relevant to the cultural context churches could be turned around. My PhD 

research done from 1998 to 2003 looked at that. One thing it did show is that much of the growth 

(turn-around) of those churches came from people who were leaving established churches that were 

not doing those things well. 

 

But what I came to realise through my research is “that was then” and “this is now”. What I am 

becoming increasingly aware of is that the whole notion of turning around churches, from decline to 

growth, is increasingly an unhelpful concept and does not lead us to ask the questions we need to be 

asking, which are much more basic and foundational. One article I read on the subject defined a 

turnaround church as one that “has recognised that, due to consistent decline, within a generation it 

will be out of business. The church has courageously decided to face the truth and make a series of 

extremely difficult and painful decisions to reverse that trend.” I do not want to knock the concept out 

of court completely, as there are still some situations where it is a worthwhile concept and focus. 

However I do want to raise some questions about it. 

 

The basic issue I want to present is that the whole concept of ‘turn-around’ assumes that the model of 

church that exists is good, but in this particular situation it is not being done very well, and if only it 

could be done better (usually by a new minister with fresh energy and some new ideas) then the 

decline will stop and growth begin again. Now that was a scenario that has quite some use in the 

Christendom area of widespread buy into Christianity, at least culturally if not in as much 

participation as might have been wished for. Much of the material on turn-around churches, as well as 

the concept itself, come from North America, where it is commonly accepted the Christendom 

concept has continued on for a much longer time than it has in other western societies, such as our 

own. However North America is very rapidly catching up. Anthony Robinson, a very helpful writer 

on the church who does come from that context, provides a helpful framework in suggesting that there 

are three major factors to which we need to adjust our thinking: 

 The waning of modernity (the cultural and social changes that have developed since the 1960s) 

 The end of Christendom  

 The life cycle of congregations 

 

The first two of these have impacted together. Modernity itself undermined Christendom by helping 

to remove religion from its authoritative place in society and culture. Truth was now found elsewhere 

and the church was no longer at the centre of society. As this happened the culture no longer 

supported church going as an important part of being a good member of society. So simply doing 
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church well, which would lead to more people attending, because church performed a valued social 

and cultural role began to be less effective, and eroded very rapidly from 1960 on and had almost 

gone completely by the 1990s. 

 

Some of these cultural and social changes have most strongly been felt in the rural communities. 

Massive changes in farming practices have lead to a significant decline both in the numbers of people 

living in rural communities and also the kinds of people who live there in many cases.  Economies of 

scale made possible by rapid transport developments have also had an impact. These have had more 

impact on the Presbyterian Church in NZ than any other, as in 1970 it was the most rural church in 

NZ. I have recently been doing some work in rural Taranaki which has made me aware of these. One 

of these has been in a town of about 3000 people with 7 churches and the other of about 2500 people 

with 6 churches. The churches I was working with wanted help to turn-around. But do the maths I 

would say. If you take about 10% of people in church on a Sunday and divide it by the number of 

churches it is about 40 each. And they all want to turn-around? Who are going to be the losers? 

 

Rather than trying to turn churches around we need to ask the question about how do we make 

connections with the 90% of people who don’t come into our churches regularly the way they are (and 

tinkering around the edges will not attract them in either) and as we do so how can we form ourselves 

as the people of God in ways that will continue to build relationships with them. Clearly the model of 

church that previously functioned to do these things is not workable or sustainable so it is a pointless 

exercise trying to turn them around. So the kind of initiative being undertaken by the Taranaki 

Presbytery of developing a house church network is a much more helpful concept than trying to turn 

the existing churches around. A more helpful question for the churches in those small towns would be 

for those churches to start meeting and praying together to discern what does it mean for us to be the 

people of God in this community who will be able to make some real connections with those who live 

here? 

 

One of the writers who has been very helpful for me in thinking about these issues over twenty years 

is an English church consultant Martin Robinson, partly because the British situation is much more 

like ours than North America. I found when I was in the US and Canada recently that his name came 

up in many conversations as he was frequently invited to work there. One of them commented that 

last time he was over, he said, “Whenever I come over here you Americans are always talking about 

the church. We don’t talk about the church in the UK because there is not enough of it left to talk 

about. We talk about the culture and how do we make connections with it.” This is what it means to 

be a missional church. The missional church recognises that God is a missional God, and God is 

active in the world thought the Spirit seeking to reconcile the world to God in Christ. The task of the 

church, which has been sent into the world by Christ empowered by the Spirit, is to find out where 

God is working to do this, and work with God in it. Martin Robinson in one of his many books, 

Invading Secular Space writes: “The challenge for the church now is to stop thinking merely about 

methods to reverse decline but to reconsider the basic purpose and call of the church. To return to 

mission as the raison d’etre of the church will inevitably mean that the shape of the church will 

change. Our very failure may well assist us to return to that innovation stage of the life of the church 

when the church ceases to do church but to do mission. What flows from mission will still be the 

church but a very different kind of church.” 

 

The other major factor Anthony Robinson raises is the life cycle of congregations. This concept, 

which is helpfully applied in a lot of 

contexts now, is that congregations as 

with all organisations generally go 

through a typical life cycle, from birth to 

death. This cycle is often related to the 

chronological age of a group and with 

66% of Presbyterian attenders in 2007 

being over 60 years of age it is clearly 

an issue. Only 12% were aged between 
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15 and 40, usually the most significant age group in indicating a church’s future. I often go and preach 

in churches where I am about the youngest person present (and I am now in that 66%) and I find 

myself asking what is the future of this church? Could it be turned around? 

 

Another helpful framework in thinking about this is provided by Alice Mann in her book Can Our 

Church Live? She uses the life cycle to suggest the following considerations in looking at that 

question.  Depending on where they are on the life cycle different possibilities might exist.  

 

(1) Ongoing renewal. By looking at its 

fundamental questions of faith and 

practice again. In the evangelical 

tradition periodic revivals served this 

purpose to some extent.  In the church 

growth or health movements it is done 

through strategic planning. 

(2) Revitalisation. In the early stages of 

decline a church might be able to look 

hard at the facts, avoid blaming and 

engage in new learning that leads to some 

different ways of doing ministry. Revitalisation implies there is still substantial vitality present that 

can be refreshed and refocused. A dangerous assumption that can exist at this stage though is that a 

new minister will accomplish this work automatically. If the minister has the skills and understanding 

to raise the critical questions needing answered with the church, a new era of vitality might occur, but 

more often the forces driving decline continue to be ignored. In that case the new minister will 

experience (or often collude with) the church’s two most destructive illusions: the fantasy that growth 

can occur without change and that change can occur without conflict. 

(3)Redevelopment. The further you slip down the decline side of the curve the more capital it takes – 

spiritually, financially and politically – to create the possibility of a turn around.  

 

Many of our churches, we need to acknowledge, are at this point. They simply do not have the human 

or financial resources to do so. Often also their context means that the reality is there is an insufficient 

population to draw in sufficient numbers to grow or sustain a church in ways that resemble what 

existed in the past. In these cases what is needed is much deeper and more difficult work. Firstly 

recognising this reality and allowing what has been to come to end, with thanksgiving for what has 

been and provided and ongoing pastoral care and support through the grief process this will mean for 

many, as well as finding ways to sustain them in their faith journey. Then begins the challenging task 

of asking the questions I suggested needed to be asked earlier in the rural context. What does it mean 

for us to be the people of God in this community in ways that will engage with what God is doing 

here and out of that discover what kind of faith community might emerge.  

 

The concept of turn-around has inherent in it the idea, like an army in retreat, of turning around and 

going back to what we doing before, but doing it better so this time we win. I have endeavoured to 

suggest that while in some cases for churches this may be an appropriate response, although like the 

army we need to change in some ways how we are going about it. However in many of our contexts I 

suggest that is not the right concept. What God might be calling us to do is to let go of what were are 

doing and seek to discover what new thing God is wanting to do in our midst.  

 

The theme chosen by our new moderator for our church of this next period is “revive the flame”. The 

flame of course has images of the Spirit coming at Pentecost as the church was birthed. I would want 

to do all I can to enable the Spirit to work more powerfully in creating the kind of community that we 

find in the book of Acts. However the question of revival has inherent in it the idea of going back to 

do better what we were previously doing, our traditions and practices being enlivened. However 

perhaps we are in a context where we need to see the Spirit doing what was done at and immediately 

after Pentecost. Giving birth to new kinds of communities as the followers of Jesus were pushed into 

missional engagement in new and different contexts. It is an unfortunate mistake, repeated often 
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enough in the story of the church, to assume that what the Spirit will do now is the same as what she 

had done before. It was the mistake the people of Israel often made so that God spoke through the 

prophet Isaiah saying:  

 Do not remember the former things, 

 or consider the things of old. 

 I am about to do a new thing; 

now it springs forth, do you not perceive it.( Isaiah 43. 18-19) 

 

This I suggest is our much greater challenge than seeking to turn-around existing churches that are in 

decline. Yes there are some contexts in which that is a worthwhile concept, while at the same time it 

is important to recognise it is not a return to what once was, but will also involve the development of 

some new things also in our rapidly changing context. However we need to get over our 

preoccupation with rescuing the church, as in many of our situations turn-around is no longer 

possible, not least because it is not what God is wanting to do in that context. Genuine, lasting turn-

around, like conversion, is only possible because of the action of God, not our own better methods, 

and what God is wanting us to do in these contexts is rather to seek to discover what God is doing 

among the people in that community, and then to join with God in that and be lead by the Spirit in 

seeing what form(s) of Christ centred community (‘church’ but maybe not as we knew it) emerges.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   


