
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.
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                                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:
2. How does your church disrespect other people’s 
excitement? 



Discussion Questions:
3. How much of what your church members are 
saying about the church is negative?

John 
Gottman
4 out of 5 
rule 



Hot coffee needs a cup ... 
and the cup needs the coffee.
Coffee without a cup is a mess.
A cup without coffee is just empty.

Lay enthusiasm
+
Church container
+
Time
= 
Passionate 
Spirituality

Empty                                     Fulfilled



When you think about it
there’s plenty to be excited about.

 

Let's take
an exciting

5 minute
stretch
break!



Body life
Diversity



Family Systems Theory
Differentiation vs 
Anxiety+Control 

                

Many choices…



Slavery ------------ Promised Land

Moses 
and 
change



In times of high anxiety, people 
return unerringly to the familiar 
past, no matter how painful.

They restrict choices &
demand conformity.
This crushes
individuality and
passion.





Conformity is 
exhausting.

Being yourself
 releases significant energy.



Differentiation
while remaining
in touch
reduces anxiety
in family systems.

And it releases the passion found 
when we are able to be who we 
are in community with others.



1 Corinthians 12:7 
To each is given 
the manifestation of the Spirit 
for the common good.

You have a 
specific 

purpose.



1 Cor 12:11  All these 
are inspired by one and 
the same Spirit, who 
apportions to each one
individually as he wills.

You don’t get 
to choose the 
role you play.



Mat 5:16  Let your light so 
shine before men, that they 
may see your good works 
and give glory to your Father 
who is in heaven.

But when the 
power flows 

through you, 
you light up.



Phil 2:14-15  Do all things without grumbling or 
questioning, that you may be blameless and 
innocent, children of God without blemish in 
the midst of a crooked and perverse 
generation, among whom you shine as lights in 
the world,

You do get to 
choose whether 

you shine.



2 Cor 4:6  For it is the God who said, "Let light 
shine out of darkness," who has shone in our
hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the 
glory of God in the face of Christ.

Power flows
 through you when 

you are plugged into 
the right place.



1 Corinthians 12:7 
To each is given 
the manifestation of the Spirit 
for the common good.

What is my talent, Lord, what is my gift?
What others find heavy,

 you find easy to lift.
Where others are weak,

 in this you are strong.
Where others don't fit in,

 you find you belong.



2 Cor 4:7  But we have 
this treasure in earthen 
vessels, to show that the 
transcendent power
belongs to God
and not to us.

Increase
 the diversity of  
opportunities for 

people to plug in and 
shine in their own way.



Using your gifts brings great passion.
Let’s take a break.
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