











What makes a church innovative?

‘That may be the question you're asking as you read this second
annual report. To be honest, were not sure we have the defini-
tive answer. It depends on your definition of “innovative.” If, like
Bobby Gruenewald, innovation pastor of LifeChurch.tv (No. 1),
you think of innovative as something new—an idea that’s never

been tried before—few churches, including the ones on our
America’s Most Innovative Churches list, live up to the descrip-
tion. If, like Granger Community Church (No. 3) Executive
Pastor Tim Stevens says, innovation means adapting a proven
idea for your environment, then there
is evidence for why these churches are
called innovative. Of course, you can’t
overlook the fact that often churches are
defined as innovative because their leader
is perceived in that light.

As we researched each church on
the list and talked to many of their lead-
ers, several commonalities emerged. We
repeatedly heard the terms “core values,”
and “ethos”—an indication that these
churches approach ministry with a specif-
ic purpose and direction. We also began

to see that churches were innovating in
specific areas to reach the unchurched.
Technology is an obvious one, but other
categories—including multi-location;
non-traditional church experiences;
global DNA; communications and
media; city/community renewal; church
resourcing/partnering; and raising up
the next generation of churches—also
encompass much of the creative thinking
and idea implementation these churches
are doing,

While a church may be known for
its expertise in one area, in Most cases
these congregations are making an

VIRTUAL FAITH: Each week LifeChurch.tv’s 3-
D Second Life site welcomes more than 100 people
who worship and listen to Senior Pastor Craig
Groeschel's message.

impact in many. Then there are those innovations that defy the
categories—such as Willow Creek Community Church (No. 10)
and Perimeter Church (No. 22), currently in the throes of a shift
from decentralizing their ministries and transitioning from “doing
community in the church” to “doing church in the community”
via neighborhood evangelism.

On the next few pages, you'll get a glimpse of how churches are
innovating to live out the Gospel and introduce their local and
global communities to the love of Christ. Some of the ideas you
may have heard about; others are less high-profile but nonetheless
effective. Our hope is that the experiences and creativity of these
churches and leaders will inspire you as you endeavor to reach the
unchurched in your sphere of influence.

TECHNOLOGY

A year ago in our first annual report on innovative churches
[January/February 2007, we called podcasts and blogging innova-
tive. In less than a year, the times have changed dramatically. For
example, LifeChurch.tv ventured into the 3-D Second Life world
and established a campus there. Each week, more than 100 people
“attend” the church to worship and listen to the teaching (read
abourt the life impact on p. 82).

Other churches have leveraged the Internet to introduce users
nationwide to their church and ultimately, to Christ. As curious
viewers logged on to Mynakedpastor.com, they watched Flamingo
Road Baptist Church (No. 4) Senior Pastor Troy Gramling ac his
home in Cooper City, Fla., in the office, on trips and in hotel rooms
via 24-hour Web cameras. The idea—a promotion for Gramling’s
message series on authenticity—drew more than 1,000 people to
the church, many who were first-time guests to any church.

“It reinforced to us the idea that there are huge avenues online
to build intimate community with people,” Gramling says about
the experience. “We're trying to make people’s steps toward God
as small as possible.”

Other churches have used the same strategy. To promote a series
on marriage and sex, Granger Community Church built the Web
site Mylamesexlife.com and advertised the site on billboards. Sim-
ilarly, NewSpring Church (No. 12) stirred up local controversy in
Anderson, S.C., with Parentsareclueless.com., its confessional Web
site for parents and students and the title of a message series.

Other churches like Hawaii’s New Hope Christian Fellowship
(No. 19) and Seacoast Church (No. 5) based in Mount Pleasant,
S.C., are using the Internet to train and equip their =»
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leaders. Last year, i Tunes dubbed New Hope the “iChurch”
when the church debuted a Web application for the iPhone and
personal computers that allows New Hope to train its leaders in
churches throughout the Pacific Rim.

“Because traffic is a crazy thing here, we can’t get our leaders
back to the church for training,” Cordeiro says. “We e-mail
them with a link anc in a few minutes I'm ceaching our leaders
wherever they are.”

Seacoast Church has also decentralized all of its training; 200 to
340 people have been trained online, says Executive Pastor Geoff
Surratt, adding that Seacoast is also using the Internet to build
virtual small groups.

In every area, including missions the churches on the list
have innovatively harnessed technology. Saddleback Church
(No. 6) in Lake Forest, Calif., is already positioning itself as
a source for a new breed of evangelism. A new full-service $3
million Web site dubbed the P.E.A.C.E. platform will, when
complered, offer anyone anywhere in the world the opportu-
nity to be matched to a missionary destination, as well as the
necessary training, be that evangelism know-how or country
specs (thepeaceplan.com). Alchough still proprietary, the site

composed of hundreds of servers housed in a maximum-securi-

ty facility in Irvine, Calif., will eventually be open to everyone,
without any centralized control.

MULTI-LOCATION

As churches around the country consider going multi-site,
the idea of one church in many locations continues to morph

While most of the current multi-site strategy is to reproduce
sites exactly like the original model, Community Christian
Church (No. 13) has turned the concept upside down, mov-
ing from multi-site to what Senior Pastor Dave Ferguson calls
“poly-site”—different kinds of sites to reach many different
kinds of people.

“We asked ourselves: How can we reach the growing senior
population, growing ethnic populations, the emerging generation
who may never come to a church building?” The church now has
sites meeting in a 55-plus golf community and a community with
95% first-generation Spanish-speaking Mexican immigrants.

For the same reason—to reach different groups of people—
Mars Hill Church (No. 2) recently bought a nightclub in down-
town Seattle with hopes of connecting with urban Seattleites. The
church still hosts “Sin Sunday” events popularized by the former
venue, Tabella Restaurant & Lounge. And to encourage young
urbans to try it out, the church is even offering
Doggie Sunday School—a.k.a. petsitting, says
Pastor Tim Gaydos who oversees the new venue.

In contrast, National Community Church
(No. 11), says Lead Pastor Mark Batterson, em-
ploys a long-term vision to stay in the same type
of venue—movie theaters. By meeting in these
neutral venues in the middle of the marketplace,
the church is reaching unchurched and de-
churched young adults. “We don’t view theaters
as temporary locations,” Batterson says.

And churches thac have mastered the local
multi-site method are now reproducing them-
selves, most through video, beyond state and na-
tional boundaries. In summer 2007, Fellowship
Church (No. 8) launched Fellowship Miami,
with one of its promotions being a direct mail <>

BEYOND BORDERS: Flamingo Road
Church has expanded internationally to
Lima, Peru, where the campus draws an
average of 400 people each week.
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piece that visitors could redeem at the church for a $5 gas card. In
the first two services, the church saw 600 people.

Expanding internationally, both Flamingo Road Church and
Healing Place Church (No. 15) in Baton Rouge, La., have cam-
puses abroad. In Lima, Peru, Flamingo Road reaches 400 people
and has plans for more international sites.

Healing Place Church Mozambique—a parenership with vari-
ous ministries—Ilaunched in 2006. Like all of Healing Place’s
sites, the Mozambique campus began as an outreach. “We've done
everything we can to treat this like all of our campuses,” says Dan
Ohlerking, part of the lead pastor team. The church is also look-
ing at establishing a campus in Swaziland as a partnership with
the international relief ministry Children’s Cup.

NON-TRADITIONAL CHURCH EXPERIENCES

In addition to recasting the multi-site picture, the churches on
the list seem to be mainstreaming and validating non-traditional
church experiences, such as home churches, clusters of small
groups and non-conventional venues.

At North Coast Church (No. 16) in Vista, Calif., people of all
ages are checking out a new service called The Canvas, an artist
enclave with a shortened version of the message. Each Sunday,
participants sit at tables, sip cappuccinos and lattes brewed at
the coffee bar inside, and respond to the message using diverse
artistic expressions. The church known for its video venues is also
~ equipping members to start a video venue of sorts in their homes
through its Church to Go concept.

“Megachurches left and right are finding out they have to get
smaller,” says Pastor Chris Mavity, who oversees North Coast’s
training division.

Community Christian Church’s Ferguson agrees. This year, the
church will introduce 3C Communities—church sites that don’t
meet at a church facility and instead will gather in “third places”
like offices, health clubs, coffechouses. The motivation, Ferguson
says, is to reach the estimated 35% of Chicago’s current popula-
tion that will never enter a church. “These 3C Communities will
go to them,” he explains.

Seacoast Church continues to expand to multiple states and is
now looking at a micro-site approach, asking how small a site can
be and still be a church, Surratt says. Informal versions of Seacoast
have cropped up in non-traditional sites, including submarines
and military bases around the world.

From submarines to a coffechouse on Capitol Hill-—faith is
finding new expressions. In Washington, D.C., National Commu-
nity Church runs the three-story, award-winning (voted AOLs No.
2 coffechouse in the D.C. Metroplex) Ebenezers Coffeehouse, =2

CAN WE DO THAT?

More than [20 churches were nominated through online
surveys for this year’s list of America’s Most Innovative
Churches. The ideas below from churches that didn’t make
the top 25 show us that numerous leaders and congregations
throughout the country are thinking creatively to share Christ
with those yet to meet Him. Follow their lead and adapt their
innovation to your church and community context:

COMMUNITY CELEBRATION. Quest Community Church
in Lexington, Ky. (questcommunity.com) hosted Questapaloo-
za, a party for its community featuring food, carnival rides,
bands, fireworks and more. Last year, the church saw 6,000
people attend, and 200 of them received Christ in one day.

WORSHIP 24/7. With skyrocketing land prices, building a big-
ger building wasn't an option for Oasis Church in Pembroke
Pines, Fla, (visitoasis.org). So, it started 7NOW-—seven nights
of worship. Oasis offers a church service 365 days of the year
with live worship, a host lay pastor and video teaching for
each of the non-Sunday services.

STRATEGIC HIRE. NorthStar Church in Kennesaw, Ga.
{northstarchurch.org) got serious about serving people and
hired a pastor of community development, Marlon Longacre.
He’s charged with making sure the church is partnering with
local businesses and schools.

CROSS-PROMOTION. Cross Point Community Church in
Nashville, Tenn. (crosspoint.tv) used 20,000 door hangers and
LifeChurch.tv’s YourSecretLife.tv confessional YVeb site to
promote its recent message series on authenticity.

ADORACION EN ESPANOL. Westbrook Christian Church
in Bolingbrook, Ill. (westbrookchurch.org) launched a church
within a church to reach the Hispanic population in its com-
munity. The two ministries share staff and resources to sup-
port the Latino congregation.

CLINICS FOR THE POOR. Henderson Hills Baptist Church
in Edmond, Okla. (hendersonhills.com) has opened a free medi-
cal clinic to serve the poor and uninsured in its community.
The clinic is staffed by Christ-followers, including doctors and
nurses who donate their time. Last year they gave more than

$1.5 million worth of time and resources to their community.
—-T.M.
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allowing the church do ministry in the middle of the marketplace,
says Batterson.

“Jesus did not hang out in the synagogue. He hung out at
wells,” Batterson says. “Coffechouses are modern-day wells.”

Irvine, Calif.-based NewSong Church (No. 18) led by Dave
Gibbons, has also established non-traditional church environ-
ments. After Gibbons returned home from a yearlong sabbatical
in Thailand, where converts seemed far more comfortable meeting
in living rooms than a church building, a new vision emerged for
the church. The multicultural congregation is now made up of a
network of 15-plus mini-churches with an average of 12 members
each meeting in homes,

Eventually, Gibbons told the Los Angeles Times that he envisions
most NewSong members attending house churches with a com-
mensurate decrease in the size of services at the mother church.

CHURCH PLANTING

When you think of church-planting congregations and leaders
known for their passion and commitment to planting churches, no
doubt New York City’s Redeemer Presbyterian Church (No. 20)
led by Tim Keller and NorthWood Church (No. 17) led by Bob
Roberts, Jr., come to mind.

Redeemer planted its first two churches in the city in 1994,
In the 13 years since, the church has planted more than 100
churches-—the majority non-Presbyterian—through the Re-
deemer Church Planting Center and continues to plant congre-

WHAT CAN WE LEARN?

gations throughout the world, including New York City.

Northwood Church wields similar impact, having planted
103 documented churches around the world, including Viet-
nam and 90 churches within nine miles of the Keller, Texas,
congregation. But in his upcoming book The Multiplying
Church (Zondervan), Roberts is calling for a change in Western
thinking about church planting. Instead of starting with the
church, he advocates starting with the individual and engaging
the domains of society. He foresees a global church planting
movement in the next five years and wants the Western world
to be part of it.

“A movement is Spirit, not man-driven,” Roberts says. “We're
not going to get a movement out of multi-sites.”

At NorthWood, potential church planters participate in formal
mentoring and training and when they’re ready to put down roots,
the church heavily resources them.

COMMUNICATION AND MEDIA

“Let It Be Christmas ... a story by Matthew, Mark, John, Paul
and Ringo.” It was the title of Granger Community Church’s
December message series.

“The Beatles gave a voice to a generation of real, deep
human longings,” Granger’s Stevens shares. “And Jesus is the
answer to the longing the Beatles wrote about. In these ser-
vices, we explored their lyrics and talked at length

continued on p. 114

* ASK GOD, *What do you want to teach me through these sto-

ries?” As Prov. 18:15 says, “The intelligent man is always open to

Last year when the list of America’s most innova-
tive churches hit my desk, | asked myself the question:

new ideas. In fact, he looks for them.”

“How can | apply what these churches are doing to
my reality as leader of The Journey in New York City
(journeymetro.com)?” So, | gave our children’s pastor
and groups pastor an assignment: Comb the Web
site of each church listed for insight on how we could
be doing things better. Thanks to the innovation of
the featured churches, we ended up with some novel
language, new graphics and fresh excitement to reach
our city.
| encourage you to approach the stories of the

churches on this list with an active intention to learn,
believing that God will teach you and your staff
through their risks and commitment to innovate.
As you take what you can and make it your own, |
believe God will work through you and your church in
unimaginably innovative ways.

—Nelson Searcy

* ASK YOURSELF, “What is it about these churches that God is
blessing?” Rather than expecting God to get on board with your
plans, examine what He’s already blessing and follow suit.

* ASK GOD to point out one thing that one of these churches is
doing—something you could be doing right now. Work on that one
Idea.

*WITH A FEW PEOPLE ON YOUR TEAM, visit the innovative
churches closest to you. Ask yourself, “What are they doing or
saying that we could model in our church culture?”

* CHECK OUT which churches offer podcasts of their services
(usually noted on the Web site) and subscribe—and listen.

* STAY ENCOURAGED! Celebrate what is going right with your
church. Keep doing what you are doing well and continue learning
from others.





