
A Guided Tour of Discipleship 
SYSTEMS

Breakthrough Learning:
 a change in perspective changes everything.

After a breakthrough, 
everything seems obvious.

Irritation + your adaptation = pearl

Apologies in advance for causing irritation, 
confusion, offense or for just being controlling. 



Breakthrough Learning:
This is a guided tour of new ideas. 
We hope to create a link between a new 
idea and your own personal experience.

This recognition connection instantly 
clarifies both.

This is a buffet of ideas; you will be drawn 
to what you want or need. You don’t have 

to eat it all.

Access to more information: www.Disciplewalk.com



In 1984 I participated in training 
by Paul Dietterich of the Center for 
Parish Development, a United 
Methodist think tank in Naperville, 
Illinois. 

During a break, he shared with me 
the results of some of their research 
in evangelism.

Paul
Diettterich



They built a sample of growing 
churches of all types to compare with a 
matching sample of plateaued or 
declining churches. Whenever a 
characteristic found in growing 
churches was also found in a declining 
church, they took it off their list. The 
goal of that particular study was to 
determine the essential characteristics 
of a growing church. 



At this point I began to lose interest because 
I knew dozens of effective, proven methods to 
organize a church for growth.

He told me that this particular study found 
that there was only one essential characteristic, 
found always in every growing church without 
exception and never found in any declining or 
plateaued church. 

At this point he had my full attention.

Center for Parish Development Church Growth Principle



“Would you like to know what 
it is?” he asked me dryly.

I understood the potential of 
this – they had identified the 
active ingredient in church 
growth – the single factor that 
makes all the difference.

“Yes,” I said, knowing that this 
would totally change my 
perspective.

Center for Parish Development Church Growth Principle

A change 
in 
perspective 
changes 
everything.



 1.  The laity…
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1. The laity ...
2. Are excited ...
3. About what is 
    happening ...
4. In their church.



                                This is about:
1. The laity … 1. Leverage
2. Are excited … 2. Emotions
3. About what is 
    Happening … 3. Actions
4. In their church. 4. Ownership



     In 1994 I was a little burned out. I had 
been practicing what I had considered to be 
the state of the art in church growth for nine 
years and, while that church loved me, there 
was little numerical growth. 

      When I was informed that I was moving 
to a new church I decided to ignore 
everything else I knew and focus on 
developing this one essential characteristic.

               I became a steward of
                      Lay Excitement.



The results in the new church:
Attendance average in 1993: 135
Average growth, first six months: 18%
Average attendance growth thereafter:  6%
Community growth 1994-1998   5%

(new water meters)

(

Average attendance in 2005: 267

IN YOUR OPINION, WHY 
DID THIS WORK?

Take some time now to discuss your theories.



WHY WOULD THIS WORK? 
One answer is that excitement creates positive 

“word of mouth” recommendations of the church 
in hundreds of conversations members have with 

others from week to week. Positive 
conversations multiply through a relational 

network. This is a very powerful form of 
marketing. Diffusion of Innovations sociological 
research indicates that 84% of a given population 

group are influenced toward change only 
by conversations with trusted peers.

Conversations change lives.



Discussion Questions:
1. What do your people
in your church 
get excited about?



Discussion Questions:
1. What do your people in your church get excited 
about?
2. How does your church disrespect other people’s 
excitement? 
3. Is there a person in your church that deflates        

              excitement? Are slogans or sayings used?



4. How is 
your church 
doing as a 
steward of lay 
excitement?

5. What do you believe your church members are 
saying about the church? 
6. What percent of these conversations would you guess 
are positive or negative?



Let's take
an exciting
5 minute
stretch
break!



Four systemic problems in 
disciple making:

1.  Not making disciples.
2.  Institutional Worldview
3.  Prairie DNA (the old ways)

3

4.  Stranger Evangelism



Two patternsChurch size depends on the linking 
relationship between the “crowd” and a 
leadership core and upon the span of 
control in the leadership core. 

Churches can be described by the 
way the Discipleship System links 
people together with their leaders. 
(Craig Kennet Miller, NextChurch.Now: Creating New Faith Communities (Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 2000), 79-100.) 
 



Two patterns

This limits the growth of the small church as 
only two layers are allowed: core and crowd.
#leaders            6 x 6   =   36
Span of control    12 x 12 = 144
Equipping approach                       Competency Limit: Rule of 150 

 (For information on competency limit of the Rule of 150, see Kevin Martin, 
The Myth of the 200 Barrier: How to Lead through Transitional Growth (Nashville: Cokesbury, 2005), 39-42.)

In a small church, each 
person in the crowd is 
directly linked by a 
relationship to someone 
in the leadership core.  



Two patterns

Priority:
Temple Base Design TBD (worship service)

(

Chaplain Base Design CBD (nurture)

(

Academic Base Design ABD (learning/training)

(

Program Base Design PBD (activity/events)

(

Network Base Design NBD (networking)

(

Which one is the most “connectional” church?

Some form of organization in a 
larger church must link the crowd to 
the leadership core; the resulting 
form of organization can be used to 
identify five basic paradigms or 
“base designs” of churches. 



Two patterns
Small Church Midsize Church Large Church Larger Church
<100 100-300 300-20,000 up to 700,000
CBD CBD vs PBD TBD NBD
NBD PBD

ABD

 In 1994 Herb Miller reported a trend of mid-size 
churches rapidly disappearing.

Illinois Great Rivers Conference Churches:   899 reporting
Large churches with attendance >300 = 

39 churches/4.3% w/20,161 in worship 611 baptisms (1/33).
Mid-size tier with attendance 100-200  = 

171 churches/19% w/27,229 in worship 941 baptisms (1/29).
Small church tier with attendance <100 = 

708 churches/77% w/27,041 in worship 810 baptisms (1/33).



Two patterns

Discussing the CBD/PBD patterns:
1. For each characteristic, which one 

dominates in your context?
2. Which pattern most represents your 

ministry context?
3. Around which characteristics is 

conflict occurring?
After sharing, enjoy another short break.
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