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Will Church Planting Help a Denomination to Stay in Prime?
A Reflection about the Lifecycle of a Denomination and
Church Planting

Edgar Machel

Introduction

The concept of the lifecycle is well known in the Church
Growth movement. It is applicable to local churches as well as
denominations.' Recently Ichak Adizes, founder and director of
the Adizes Institute in Los Angeles and Dean of Studies of the
Adizes Graduate School for Organizational Transformation,
summarized his consulting experience and methodology, which
has been applied to more than 1000 companies around the
world, in his book “Managing Corporative Lifecycles”. His in-
sights, though coming from a business background, may lead us
to add understanding to the development of denominations as
well as local churches while reflecting on the topic of church
planting.” The thesis is, that the future of denominations will
depend on a church planting multiplication structure in order to
stay healthy and to keep growing based on the implications of
the lifecycle. The importance of church planting is not new, but
the concept of the lifecycle underlines it.

The Lifecycle of an Organization

Adizes describes the lifecycle as a process of growth and de-
cline. The early stages leading to Prime are Courtship, Infancy,
Go-go (the wild years), and Adolescence. The final stages lead-
ing to the death of the organization are The Fall (Late Prime),
Aristocracy, Salem City and Bureaucracy. The main goal of any
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organization must be to stay in Prime as long as possible. The
early stages, because of the lack of organizational elements will
hinder a long-term success and the later stages, because of the
lack of an entrepreneurial spirit, will lead to the loss of vision.
Just Prime is the real satisfactory stage. Therefore, this article
mainly focuses on the Prime stage, and how church planting can
help to stay in that stage of development.

But first, we need to get a better overview of the lifecyles
theory as presented by Adizes. During the first stage “Court-
ship”, the emphasis is on the exploration of the ideas of the
founder(s). He or they are looking for commitment, being them-
selves full of excitement but reasonable enough to understand,
that it can not be done alone. The ideas become real when people
express commitment and are willing to undertake some risk.
This will lead to the stage of “Infancy”. While Courtship was a
time for ideas and dreams, now is the time to act and to make it
happen. Transferred to churches, this is the time where a new
church or movement is born. The very young organization is
personal, full of energy, but lacking structure and systematical
depth. Uncontrolled energy can lead to the death of an organiza-
tion, unless needed change is implemented and stability can
grow. By this they enter into the stage called “Go-Go”. Now the
organization is not just functioning, it’s flourishing. Everything
looks like a new opportunity to grow and to make things better.
Since they have made right decisions, have drawn correct con-
clusions and acted wisely, the growth of the organization can
overwhelm every participant. But the growth is still uncon-
trolled because they reacted to opportunities rather than accord-
ing to a plan. They are not controlling their environment, it is
much more the opposite. The stage of “Adolescence” is de-
scribed as an “emotional rebirth”.” This very critical stage r  e-
quires the delegation of authority, the change to a more profes-
sional leadership and a goal displacement, meaning to “switch
from a more-is-better goal to a better-is-more goal”. This change
of priority is probably the most difficult change because the
leaders have to balance management and leadership, growth
and stability. “Prime” stage, as logical consequence, is indicated
by a systematized and institutionalized kind of leadership. Since
Prime is the most effective and efficient stage, we will look at it
more deeply after finishing the lifecyle. The life of “Prime” stage
losses momentum, when functional systems turn slowly into
traditions, when people stop nourishing the vision and encour-
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aging entrepreneurship. Eventually, people respond slower to
change and initiate less and less. The stage of “Fall” has begun,
mostly unconsciously. Though the organization has made it to
the top, they may have forgotten that it took a lot of work to get
there. They are not willing to meet the challenge to remain in
Prime. The danger of the next stage “Aristocracy” is to overlook
the problems because the organization is still functioning quite
successfully. They turn inward, glorifying their past and there-
fore unable to deal with the future. “They can operate as if they
exist in a vacuum.” It is almost a stage of denial where nobody
is willing to take responsibility and everyone is waiting for
someone to act. When stage “Salem City” is reached the momen-
tum is lost and problems get obvious and personalized. The
game of finding a scapegoat is now the frustrating trial of a help-
less organization, which feels incompetent to deal with the des-
perate needed change. While in “Aristocracy” people were de-
termined to overlook the problems, it does not work anymore.
The organization becomes dysfunctional and the following stage
of “Bureaucracy” creates an organization of “clinically sustained
life” . Everything is administered and change agents will leave

or already have gone. “Bureaucracy” makes people feel trapped
within a system unable to change. Rules are known, but not the
reason why they were created. “The health of full-fledged Bu-
reaucracies is very delicate. Although they appear to be danger-
ous monsters, it may be relative easy to destroy them. Many are
rotten to the core, teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. Any
sudden change could ruin them. Bureaucracies forced to reor-
ganize quickly do not often survive the effort. A new computer
may throw a Bureaucratic system into a spin. Since they get their
financial resources from politicians, they survive as long as they
are political assets. When they become political liabilities, and
funds are withdrawn, they collapse promptly.”” Therefore, the
final stage, the “Death” of an organization, is when you will find
no resources and no commitment anymore.

The real challenge of any organization is to reach and to stay
in Prime, to keep healthy, alive, flexible, vision-driven and fu-
ture-oriented. We will focus now on a deeper understanding of
Prime, to realize a close relationship of church planting and the
longevity of a denomination.

The Prime Stage of an Organization

In Prime stage the interaction of four elements within any
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organization functions effectively and efficiently: The Entrepre-
neurial force (E), which is leading an organization forward, the
Purposeful Programming force (P), helping to work goal-
oriented and to perform successfully, the Administrative factor
(A), making the interaction efficiently and finally the Integrative
role (I), creating interdependency and therefore developing a
culture for long-term survival. The declining stage starts when E
loses its impact and administrative structures determine the fu-
ture of the organization.’

The challenge in order to stay in Prime as an organization or
denomination is to stay healthy, to keep the vision alive. But
since change is inevitable, the status quo will always be ques-
tioned and even the most satisfying stage “Prime” requires con-
stant modifications. If the vision will loose its driving energy,
administration will take over. Form will become stronger than
function and this will lead into decline. But how can a denomi-
nation structurally remain in Prime? Adizes suggests that you
“can nurture E by decentralizing, spinning off satellites, and cre-
ating new lifecycle curves.”” The use of decentralization will
prevent decline. From the viewpoint of lifecycles, church plant-
ing is the instrument to stay in Prime. New churches create new
life cycles. As new satellites they keep the vision alive. Denomi-
nations, who want to stay effective and growing, need to con-
sider a church planting movement as an instrument to develop a
strategical mission plan. McGavran already pinpointed that de-
nominations do not plant enough churches if the growth rate of
members is higher than the growth rate of new churches." De-
nominations which introvert begin to lose their vision and the
energy to move forward (E) will be substituted through manag-
ing and administrative endeavors (A). Most denominations have
historically a visionary and missionary background, though they
have not built a structure that fosters that vision. A church mul-
tiplication structure could prolong the period of Prime. In addi-
tion, it calls for and creates a different kind of leadership, coming
close to an apostolic approach." It is a leadership style, less f o-
cusing on management, and more concentrated on vision cast-
ing.
C.P.Wagner, challenging the inevitability of administrative
leadership, used the example of The Assembly of God in Austra-
lia."” They implemented a new church planting movement, rev i-
talized leadership, redefined a mission-oriented role of the pas-
tor and eventually reversed years of plateauing. The real chal-
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lenge is to create a church planting structure. Interestingly in the
business world companies in Prime “create new companies -
new business units that have their own products, their own pro-
duction capabilities, and their own sales capability. Like a ma-
ture tree, fruits of a company in Prime contain the seeds of new
saplings. The Prime organization is an extended family of busi-
nesses, well-coordinated and disciplined with a common focus
and system of values.”” The spinning off of satellites is essential
for the survival of the company and the longevity of the vision.

Theologically, the main mission of the church is to build the
kingdom; a non-missionary church is an anachronism. Church
Planting is not just the most effective evangelistic method, it is
biblically required." But it does not mean that missionary d  e-
nominations should focus on themselves. Church planting might
help to keep a vision alive within a denomination, but the driv-
ing force must be to built the kingdom and to bring the Gospel to
lost people. Church planting is a helpful structure, but not the
immediate goal. The danger of ecclesiocentrism' or of a plantatio
ecclesiae'® movement needs to be turned off. But if a denomin  a-
tion shares and understands the Mission of God (Missio Dei!),
church planting will inevitable be part of the mission strategy.
Church planting will be the result of obedience and not the con-
clusion of a self-preserving mind set. A good missiological struc-
ture is the result of a sound theological reflection of mission.

Church Planting and Prime

The best time to plant churches is during Prime. Since the
church functions effectively and efficiently, decentralization will
have a strengthening impact on the whole organization. During
the early stages a church planting effort might weaken the
church because the structure is not balanced enough. The time of
planting a church is not just dependent on numbers but also on
an adequate structure. The more a church developed a church
planting structure during the process of organizing themselves,
the more it will be natural to experience a church planting
movement during Prime.

The longer a church is declining spiritually and eventually
numerically, the more difficult it will be to consider planting
new churches. Therefore a lot of independent churches devel-
oped recently because structures of many denominations did not
allow them to experiment with different styles. According to
Adizes, decentralization is more than delegation, it includes “the
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transfer of discretionary power”."” Declining denominations o f-
ten delegate responsibilities but neglect the question of power. If
denominations leave the freedom to experiment and for struc-
tural plurality, without compromising their beliefs, it can keep
the visionary energy within the church. Many denominations
tried to retain unity by reducing and controlling all visionary
energies, which usually question the status quo and create an
atmosphere of plurality. The question of Prime is not to create
unity through administrative, meaning controlling, instruments,
but to keep focused on the mission. The atmosphere will be ex-
perienced as threatening, because it will create plurality: new
churches will challenge older ones, new methods will question
old methods. But if the church is in Prime, the structure is strong
enough to deal with those tensions.

Declining denominations which struggle with “Aristocracy”
and “Bureaucracy” developed structures with low impetus to
change. Though the church planting movement got hold of
many denominations it also created a lot of tension among
church members. Probably a few church plants will not change
the mind set and the underlying system. The older the denomi-
nation gets, the more a structural renewal is needed.” Till
“Prime” stage a structural reorganization is unnecessary and
therefore any denomination needs to be aware of a decline of
mission and reaching out because the structure will freeze and
produce future problems.

Church Planting and Renewal of Denominations

Church planting is therefore a factor for a renewal of net-
works. “Integration is a factor that retards aging.”"” As children
keep parents young, so can young churches help older churches
to keep in touch with modernity. This questions the movement
of planting independent churches, because the entrepreneurial
energy, which is necessary to create and to sustain vision, leaves
the denomination and creates long-term problems.

Paul, though accepting the sovereignty of the local church,
tried to build a network of churches. He traveled a lot and vis-
ited churches, he transmitted greetings from other churches
(1.Cor. 16:5-8, 19,20) and asked to distribute his letters among the
churches in the area (Gal.1:2). He was very much concerned with
the unity of the church.

From a short-term perspective it is much easier to create new
structures without the boundaries of old ones, but from the long
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term perspective the creating of a network of churches, younger
and older ones, is more effective (e.g. resources can be bundled
up, greater projects can be started, world mission can be better
funded). It requires flexibility from both sides. New churches
need patience and endurance, and organizations or denomina-
tions need to provide an atmosphere of creativity and freedom.
A vision for church planting deeply engraved in a strategical
mission plan and supported by a functional structure can pro-
duce a strong movement. Independent churches (some already
denominations) can argue that they are free to focus on mission,
since they left a (denominational) bureaucratic structure. They
did not want to be a church without mission, they started inde-
pendently. But the argument is one-sided. Theologically, not just
“church without mission” is unacceptable, but also “mission
without church.”” As church we need to strive for unity and
community, not to strengthen the organization or denomination,
but to make the fulfillment of the Great Commission easier.
Therefore, we need to be careful not to quickly leave old net-
works behind. Revival takes longer and requires courageous
leadership, but for Christ sake and for his mission it should be
worth a try.

Practical Implications

As we already mentioned, the main goal of any denomina-
tion should not be to focus on themselves in order to survive.
The (local, universal or denominational) church is called to build
the kingdom and to proclaim the Gospel to all nations. If de-
nominations want to do it as best as possible, they should ask
five important questions to stay as effective and faithful as pos-
sible:

1. What do we do to implement and sustain a church plant-
ing movement within our organization and what kind of
strategy do we have?

2. How much are we willing to invest - do we fund church
planting projects to such a degree that members recog-
nize church planting as a priority?

3. Do we support church planters, which means what kind
of mentoring, training and counseling do we offer?

4. Do we look for church planters and coaches and do we
have an assessment strategy?

5. Are we willing to learn by reviewing constantly what are
we doing? Are we (still) open to change and are we
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(still) willing to undertake some risk?
A Final Thought

A mission-minded, church planting strategy is one indicator
for a denomination to be and to stay in Prime. The loss of mis-
sion usually goes along with a loss of vision. Unfortunately, the
begin of “Fall” can not be “seen”; everything is still in function
and everything works as in “Prime”. But the entrepreneurial
spirit, the courageous risk-taking attitude and the future orienta-
tion becomes less dominant among leaders, because leadership
had to be institutionalized. The administrative type is more
needed in an effective and efficient organization. But within that
system the stage of “Prime” is always in danger.

The constantly reviewing of the denominational strategy
from the perspective of mission is the challenge for every leader.
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