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Important Preface
This issue of thechurchplanter is a spin off of 

a presentation I was invited to give to the 
Fellowship Council to show the need for church 
planting in the Fellowship of Grace Brethren 
Churches. In my research for that presentation, 
I uncovered some data that was important to be 
shared-with the Fellowship Council and I be-
lieve to a broader audience as well.
    For my presentation I constructed a frame-
work of main ideas which has been followed 
here in this issue.  Each main idea could be a 
“stand-alone” article.  Graphically these main 
points are pictured this way in the following 
pages. But truly the comments and chronology 
of this issue are the written version of my oral 
presentation on February 5th, 2005.  The pow-
erpoint that I used for the presenation has been 
posted online.
     To finish off this issue, I have included my 
observations now-one year after I delivered this 
presentation to the Fellowship Council. May 
God use these pages to fulfill His purposes.  
    -Kurt
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At the risk of sounding like an alarmist, I have titled this 
presentation: 

“Church Planting: It’s Now or Never.”  
I am not the kind of person who likes to over-hype a 
situation, but the situation we find ourselves in is precarious. 
I hope that after I’m done with this presentation, you will 
conclude the same as I do—it’s now or never.

Let me go back and give you a little bit of a background 
from the perspective of Grace Brethren North American 
Missions (GBNAM).  We have been working on our 
current strategy for approximately ten years.  The first four 
years of that was the struggle to craft and accept the right 
strategy for church multiplication for GBNAM and for 
the Fellowship of Grace Brethren Churches. The last six 
years we have spent implementing the strategy with some 
success.  Here are the three prongs of the strategy:

 Regional Initiatives [to see churches planting 
churches in the regions where Grace Brethren 
Churches are clustered]

 Ethnic-American Initiatives [to reach the ethnic  
masses residing in the USA]

World Class City Initiatives [to reach cities over one 
million people with international influence]

Our prior strategy at Home Missions (what GBNAM was 
formerly called) was a boilerplate.  We gave you money, 
direction and even the constitution for your new church.  

The new strategy has no boilerplate.  We celebrate 
diversity now. This diversity expresses itself ethnically, 
methodologically, and geographically.  We celebrate 
“permission-giving” and allowance for many ways, types 

and places of new churches. GBNAM no longer micro-
manages the task of church planting. We believe firmly 
that those of the Lord will last and that those that are not 
won’t.  

I’d like to share one more piece of background with you.  I’d 
like to tell my personal story.  It is interesting that I haven’t 
had a chance to tell my story in Grace Brethren circles.  So 
let me start from the beginning.  

I grew up in upstate New York, way out in the country near 
Corning. It was back in the days of the two-week revival 
meetings.  One came to our town and my mother went.  
That night she was so drawn by the Lord that she gave her 
heart to Him.  As soon as she came home, I was the first 
person she saw and promptly she told me the Good News 
and asked me to go with her the next night.  I was excited 
about the opportunity and the following night I went.

That night, the Holy Spirit convicted me and I gave my 
life to Jesus at 13 years old.  The first thing that crossed my 
mind when I finished praying was that my best friend Jake 
T. needed to know this too.  The next day, I walked down 
the road to Jake’s house and told him the Good News about 
Jesus and he came to know Jesus too. Years later, when I 
was twenty-six years old my mom gave me a call and told 
me my best friend Jake had died. Personally, I grieved the 
news of his death, and at the same time, I was hopeful and 
confident because I knew that Jake was in heaven. 

I really believe God called me as an evangelist from the 
day I was saved.  From that very first day going down 
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CHURCH PLANTING
[It’s Now or Never]

A presentation to the Fellowship Council of the FGBC in Sacramento, California on February 5, 2005
The following is a loose transcript made readable by Greg Howell and Mike Jentes and approved by Kurt Miller
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[My Story]



the lane and over to 
Jake’s house, I have 
had an overwhelming 
compulsion to 
tell anybody and 
everybody about 
Jesus.  My heart 
beats to see people be 
saved. 

Another interesting 
thing that God has 
called me to is a 
global impact.  From 
a young age, I have 
been intrigued with 
worlds far from my 
own.  I was an avid 
Zane Grey reader, 
enjoying the wild, 

wild west which he exposed me to through his stories.  
Another place that captured my interest was China.  My 
love was fostered as a child by reading Pearl Buck’s novels 
on life in China.  To this day I have many Chinese and 
Asian friends—particularly on the West Coast.  

One of my friends, Kim, three weeks ago received Christ 
as her personal Savior.  I met her five years ago in San 
Francisco when I needed a hair cut and walked into the 
salon where she works.  Over time, I waited to get my 
haircut until my visits to San Francisco and would go 
see her.  In building a relationship with her, she now has 
received the Lord.  She is being discipled by our GBNAM 
missionaries to San Francisco, Kevin and Siew-Choo Ong.  
The last report I got mentioned that Kim is now telling 
another person in the salon about the Lord as well. Our 
hearts must be global.  God has been building that into my 
heart for years and years.  

Another piece of my story was the transition from the 
country to the city. The Lord led me to go to Bob Jones 
University in Greenville, South Carolina.  We may not like 
everything about fundamentalists but they are evangelists.  
Part of my requirements at Bob Jones included being out 
on the street weekly evangelizing. On Friday nights, I 
would be walking the streets in the city and sharing my 
faith and the Good News about Jesus.  Lots of seeds were 
scattered in those nights.  I don’t know what all the results 

were of that effort, but I am confident that when I get to 
heaven people will come up to me and shake my hand and 
say thank you for telling me about Jesus on that Friday 
night in Greenville.

The next stage of my life was in law enforcement.  To be 
honest, this was a seven year period where I was away from 
the Lord.  I had quit school and entered the police force.  I 
had dreamed about being a cop from the time I was little.  
God gave me the chance to be a police officer.  I often tell 
church planters that my greatest learning experience about 
people came from those years of being a police officer.  

Something I really cannot explain happened during those 
years.  Even though I was not close with the Lord, I would 
regularly share the Lord with the people I had arrested.  
I went from locking them up to setting them free.  Even 
though my spiritual life was not right, God used me to 
share the Gospel with them.  

Even my partners were a burden on my heart in a keen 
way during those years.  (story here that I can’t quite 
remember and don’t have notes for)

My law enforcement background led me to develop police 
chaplaincy programs for two major cities.  In my ministry, 
several police officers and their families have come to Christ 
and to church.  In addition, during my time in police work, 
I fell in love 
with cities.  
I fell in love 
with city 
people who 
are mostly 
lonely and 
do not know 
God.  

The end of 
that time 
r u n n i n g 
from God 
was when 
atthe Word 
of Life camp, 
I threw a log 
on the fire 
in a commitment to the Lord to pursue full-time ministry.  
Around that time, I remember a funny 

>>”My Story” continued from page 3
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Kurt in High School

Kurt in South Carolina 
with daughter Juli in 1975

continued >> The Miller Family while church planting in Palm Harbor, Florida



thing that happened to confirm what God was doing.  I was wrestling with the 
Lord in the middle of the night about these things.  I finally woke up my wife 
and said to her, “God called me to the ministry.”  My tired wife said, “Go back 
to sleep!”

From the clear call of God, I pursued ministry.  It started as a part-time pastor 
in a small country church in Pennsylvania.  In that church, fifty adults came to 
Christ through my ministry.  Soon Home Missions (now GBNAM) called me 
to start the first Grace Brethren Church in Richmond, Virginia.  Since then it 
has been a hoot!  What a great thing it is to be involved in church planting.  

I was called by God as a modern day evangelist.  My evangelistic fervor was 
best expressed in church planting. The evangelist is given as a gift to the 
church, not to the world.  With that in mind I have dedicated this issue of my 
newsletter to the evangelist.  And I am excited to be sponsoring a gathering of 
evangelists this year from all over the FGBC.  I am gift to our Fellowship and 
many others are as well.  We must celebrate that.

Another thing that is unique in the call of God on my life is that He has called 
me to serve the Grace Brethren.  I am unapologetically Grace Brethren.  I 
have great friends and ministry comrades in our fellowship.  I am proud to be part of the Fellowship of Grace Brethren 
Churches.  

In all the things God put into me, my heart has been with America, but never stopped there.  Doris Gilbert and her 
story of being a missionary in Bangui with Baptist Mid-Missions captured me years ago.  My heart is for the world.  
America is one of the greatest countries in the world, and God is bring people to us.   God is doing this.  Here are a few 
examples of our FGBC family reaching the world from the USA:

• for Cecil O’Dell to plant a church among Philipinos in NY City. ??
• for Kevin and Siew-Choo Ong to reach internationals in San Francisco.  (By the way, this couple is a gift to 

the FGBC that should be cherished.
• for Terry Hofecker and  Martin Guerna to start sister churches in Latin America
• for Tim Boal to be helping churches start in Nigeria

God has made the world our opportunity.  He is doing it.  And he has put the world in my heart as part of His call 
upon my life.
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Kurt in the pulpit in 
Pennsylvania

The Miller Family while church planting in Palm Harbor, Florida

>>”My Story” continued from page 4
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For the next part of this presentation, I want to remind you about the biblical basis for church planting:
 
Church planting is based on the biblical mission of God.

Mission describes everything.  We needto be reminded that “while we are going, make disciples” (Matt 28:19).  
The assumption of God was that his disciples would all live on mission.  God lives on mission.  Galatians 4:4 says, 
“But when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son…”  We must live on mission because our God is a 
sending God.  He operates on mission.

Church planting is based on the teachings of our Lord.
 Remember the parable of Jesus about the master who prepared a great dinner for his guests.  Many turned 
down his invitation to eat, so the master said, “Go out into the highways and along the hedges, and compel them to 
come in, that my house may be filled” (Luke 14:23). 
  
Church planting is based on the Lord’s commission.
  The main part of His Great Commission is “making disciples” (Matt 28:19). This is what Jesus asks.  He is 
the one who commissions making disciples and the gathering of those disciples into new churches.
 
Church planting is based on God’s plan for building the church.
 Ephesians 2:19-22 “…you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, having been built 
upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone, in whom the whole 
building, being fitted together is growing into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are being built together 
into a dwelling of God in the Spirit.”  God is building the church this way.  Jesus said, “I will build my Church” (Matt. 
16:18 NASB) 

Church planting is based on an apostolic gift and function.
Paul was an apostle. He was the starter of many churches.  But Paul wasn’t just an apostle.  Consider 1 

Timothy 2:7, “And for this I was appointed a preacher and an apostle (I am telling the truth, am not lying) as a teacher 
of the Gentiles in faith and truth.”  Paul functioned in at least three roles as mentioned in this passage.  In a similar 
way, I (Kurt) seem to play a multiple role.  Primarily I’m an evangelist, but I serve in an apostolic function to see new 
churches started.  1 Corinthians 12:28 gives us order for church planting, “And God has appointed in the church, first 
apostles, second prophets, third teachers,…”  The apostolic gift and function leads the way for church planting.

Church planting is based on God’s initiative.
God makes it grow.  Paul said, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth” (1 Corinthians 

3:6). He is the initiator.  He is the most interested in this enterprise. The apostolic and evangelistic functions are 
“seed-scatterers.”  The more seed scattered, the more reaping will result.  The more reaping is glory to God.  

Church planting is based on the mission of the local church.
Every living thing reproduces after its kind.  Churches reproduce churches.  Additionally, churches must 

be active evangelistically and socially.  For far too long we have held these as opposites in church work.  These two 

[BIBLICAL BASIS 
for Church Planting]
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functions of church life must go together. Evangelism and church planting are part of the mission of the local 
church.

Listen to the words of Emil Bruner, “As the fire exists by burning so the church exists by mission.” Both 
neighborhood evangelism as well as cross-cultural evangelism should be given equal emphasis. Both the home 
mission and the foreign mission must be emphasized in the total missionary involvement of the local church.

Theodore Williams explains it clearly in his book, The Local Church and Mission: “A church that has no 
concern for cross-cultural evangelism is not fulfilling its mission.” He emphasizes this point from a quotation from 
the constitution of the Church Of South India which he feels 
states this point beautifully: “Every congregation of the people of 
God is basic to mission in its neighborhood and to the ends of 
the earth. The mission of the local church does not end with the 
mere proclamation of the gospel. There must be the planting of churches among the people to whom the gospel is 
proclaimed. The mission of the local church is evangelization with a view to planting churches in the neighborhood 
and in the world. Local churches reproduce themselves in their neighborhood and on the mission field.”

Church planting is based on the growth pattern of the New Testament church.
The book of Acts documented with numerical figures the growth of the early church.  Somebody was 

counting.  The pattern in the New Testament was growth—an increase in numbers of disciples.   
In our circles, we are often uncomfortable with the growth because we are concerned about the quality of 

the disciples. It is good for us to recognize the “quality and quantity” tension won’t go away.  There were certainly 
problems with the Church Growth Movement heightening the attention to the quantity aspect.  At the same time, 
God expects us to see disciples being made and churches being planted.  We must make quality disciples and more 
of them.  Let’s celebrate the tension.

Church planting is based on the nature of the gospel.
 Start in Romans 1:16; “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” The Gospel is the power! Paul goes on expounding 
this in 1 Corinthians 1:18, “ For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who 
are being saved it is the power of God”(NIV).
 The faithful and effective communication of the Gospel should win people to Jesus and the planting of 
churches.  We need to ask an important question, “Why aren’t more people coming to Jesus and more churches 
being planted?”  
 
Church planting is based on the work of the Holy Spirit.
 We see the example in Acts 13:1-3, where God in the person of the Holy Spirit sent out the first missionaries. 
They were to reproduce around the world.  That is the work of the Spirit.   The missionary or the evangelist should 
live in conscious dependence on the Holy Spirit. No amount of study, training and experience would substitute for 
the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Philip Hogan of the Assemblies of God has rightly emphasized this fact.  “I am persuaded to believe, 
that after taking advantage of every tool, pursuing every possible human plan, all one needs to do to find plenty 
of service is simply to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit. When one engages this truth and begins to live by its 
principle, there will be whole communities, whole cities, whole nations, whole cultures and whole segments of 
pagan religions that will suddenly be thrust open to the Gospel witness...”

The Lausanne Covenant states, “The Father sent the Spirit to bear witness to his Son; without this witness, 
ours is futile. Conviction of sin, faith in Christ, new birth, and Christian growth are all the Spirit’s work. Further, 
the Holy Spirit is a missionary spirit; thus evangelism should arise spontaneously from a Spirit-filled Church. A 
Church that is not a missionary Church is contradicting itself and quenching the Spirit. Worldwide evangelization 
will become a realistic possibility only when the Spirit renews the Church in truth and wisdom, faith, holiness, love 
and power.”We h

As the fire exists by burning so the 
church exists by mission.      -Emil Bruner     
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Some of us have seen statistics about our Fellowship and puzzled about them.  We see a 
decline and wonder why.  Often the  explanation I hear refers to the split we had in the early 1990s.  
So I asked the question of myself, “What has happened since then?”  So I went back to the FGBC 
Handbook for each year from the year of the split and want to share with you what I found.  

 In 1993 our total FGBC member churches was 340. The following year was when the split hit 
the membership number of the FGBC. In 1994, we had a church membership of 273 churches.  This 
shows a loss from the split of 67 churches.
 So we will use the 1994 church membership number as our starting point to evaluate what has 
happened in the ten years since the split.   The 2004 church membership number was 261 churches 
pointing to the fact that the FGBC has experienced a 10% total decline in church membership over 
the last decade.  Again, this is a “post-1993 split” decline. See the graphic below for all the data.

We must take from this data that we are not doing the job of presenting the gospel, making disciples, 
and multiplying churches as a Fellowship.

The next statistical question I asked myself was “What has Grace Brethren North American 
Missions been doing in assisting the starting new churches?”

The statistics in our GBNAM records of churches started in 1994 was one. GBNAM assisted 
church plants in 2004 was 16.  Just looking at that comparison and the graphic on the top of the 
following page, one can see an upward trend. 

[FGBC Statistics]

continued  >>
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Our records indicate that GBNAM has assisted in the starting of 78 churches in the years from 
1994-2004.  We can notice that church planting is seeing it’s best days in our organization, 
particularly since the year 2000 with 54 new churches in that five year period.

Another question needs asked I aske myself in this evaluation was are we at GBNAM fulfilling 
our mission of starting Grace Brethren churches?  So the following graphic addresses this: “Of the 
78 GBNAM-assisted church plants, how many have become members of the Fellowship of Grace 
Brethren Churches?”  

[FGBC Statistics]

continued  >>
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The statistics about churches becoming members in the Fellowship of Grace Brethren Churches (from 
the graphic on page 9) need explanation in two areas:

1) The attrition rate of our GBNAM-assisted church plants for the last decade is 12%.  This 
percentage is considered as a balanced number in the evaluation of most church planting experts.  It 
shows that we are taking risks, but aren’t being irresponsible in starting churches too soon for their own 
viability.  

2) We recognize that churches have different development patterns and we anticipate that some 
of the “non-FGBC member” churches that we have assisted will become members of the FGBC in the 
coming years.  It is just early too early in their development to have jumped through the hoops to become 
fully functioning members of the FGBC.

 Often I am telling these new churches “Don’t be so quick to join. Get established and then join.”  
In addition, some of these are “daughter churches” of member FGBC churches.  They are not outside the 
influence of the FGBC, just not yet members in their own right.

  Remember from earlier in my presentation, I mentioned ten years ago we started working on the 
strategy for North American church planting that GBNAM would use.  The first four years of that work 
were building and accepting agreement for that strategy. The last six years have been the implementation 
of that strategy.  

One of the prongs of our strategy was that churches would plant new churches.   Another question 
we need to ask is, “What kinds of mother churches are initiating the planting of these new churches?”

The “No Single Mother Church” category is represented by churches that were initiated by a solo church 
planter, as a district project or by GBNAM

 continued  from page 9>>[FGBC Statistics]

continued  >>
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• 50% of mother church planting was done by smaller churches (under 200).
• 25% of mother church planting was done by mid-size to larger churches (over 200).
• 25% were initiated by a solo church planter, as a district project or by GBNAM.
• 24 churches were started with assistance from GBNAM from 1994-1999.
• 54 churches were started with assistance from GBNAM from 2000-2004.
• 46 new churches have joined the Fellowship from the GBNAM-assisted church plants.

GBNAM is being very productive in church planting, particularly in the last five years (starting 54 
churches).  Even still, we are not keeping up with attrition of Grace Brethren Churches.  We don’t 
know why.  The split was in 1993, so we can’t attribute this decline to the split. We must ask the tough 
questions about attrition, but we can’t focus all of our attention on that part. 
  More importantly we have to start new churches.  We can’t be focused on the dying, but primarily 
focus on giving birth!  Our family tree is shriveling up.  We are on a steady walk towards extinction in 
spite of the bumper crop of new church plants in the last decade!

I want to challenge the FGBC and the Fellowship Council about our responsibilities in light of the data 
presented. Our first duty is to be a sending Fellowship.  Acts 1:8 gives us the model for our witness: 
to our Jerusalem, Judea & Samaria and the rest of the world.  Historically we have done international 
missions well.  We all celebrate the history and impact of Grace Brethren International Missions.  

We did well in the past in our Jerusalem and Judea.  We had men—pastors and laymen—start 
Bible studies all over the place that turned into churches.  But we can’t live in the past.  Today, our 
churches are dying.  In addition, we are not doing very well in our Jerusalem & Judea. We are doing very 
little in our Samaria—those people who are geographically close but culturally different from us.

We are on a steady decline to extinction. It is time to get serious about church planting in North 
America.   If our home base is shrinking, it will be hard to finance the sending.  We do believe in reaching 
the uttermost parts of the world and across the street. To do both of those we have to grow the base of 
our Grace Brethren Churches here in the USA. 

Now you can see why I am not trying to be an alarmist, but I am trying to sound the alar.. 

[FGBC Statistics]
[Summarizing the Data from 1994-2004]

Even with all of these positives about church planting in the FGBC, here is the sobering reality:

 •   The FGBC declined from 273 to 261 churches in the decade from 1994-2004.

 •   The FGBC still had a net loss of 12 churches.

 •   The FGBC gross loss was 58 churches (total churches lost from 1994-2004).

[The Fellowships’ Biblical Duty]

CHURCH PLANTING [It’s Now or Never]
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GBNAM wants to help!

The Grace Brethren 
North American 
Missions strategy has 
built in assumptions.  

Here are the four key 
assumptions to our work:

1) Prayer is central to any national church planting movement.  In fact, the Holy Spirit is at work today, involving 
leaders of many denominations to develop goals and work together toward the evangelization of the United States 
and Canada.  This is the result of prayer.

2) The initiative and perspective of any national movement comes initially from the national leadership.  Typically 
informed by the global process, national denominational leadership takes the initiative to set their own goals 
focused on mission.  The form and focus that the movement takes depends on the perspective of the national leaders. 

•      Fellowship Council members going back to district churches to communicate and make sure the goals and 
vision are being carried out in the local churches.  IT IS YOUR RESPONSIBILITY!

3) Vision-sharing comes through networking.  The sharing of vision takes place as God’s people gather to share 
what God is doing in regional or national meetings involving Christian leaders from our fellowship.  They include 
the perspective of the various elements of the body of Christ such as that of the pastors, moderators, national 
organization leaders, lay men, women, and young people.  Of special note are the Focus Retreats which are a key 
aspect of the FGBC.  Additionally, we must include younger people in the networking.   

4) The centrality of the local church as the primary instrument of God for world evangelization.  The local church 
is like a pearl in a dark world.  It is God’s choice!

Suggestions for the present to get to our future 

 1. Healthy, growing churches have to step up to the plate.  By this we are suggesting primarily Grace Brethren  
Churches which are over 200 people.  These churchs must become fellowship minded & catalysts for fellowship wide 
growth.  The rest of our churches must also be willing to help.  And we have to go forward in respect and cooperation.

 2. We must get past the issues that sometime divide us.  Issues that would seem to be in the past are still resident 
in our Fellowship.  The issues of race, economy, geography, size, education and more.  We must love and appreciate each 
other and celebrate the rest of the body.

 3. We have to begin paying more attention to our home base. As one can see from our presentation, the home 
base is shrinking.  To continue to be on mission across the street and around the world we must “stop the bleeding” and start 
more churches.

 4. We must put church planting on the front burner now and for years to come.  To help with this, GBNAM 
should enact the “Key Church Initiatives” component of their strategy.  This strategy emphasizes churches with a passion 
and resources for potentially explosive church multiplication.  These churches are a source of prayer recruitment and will 
probably have a “War college” mentality.  GBNAM is assigning career missionaries to recruit and train for these initiatives.  

Our goal is spontaneous multiplication of churches all over North America-and we are here to help!  
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Partnership on Church Planting Class between Grace Theological 
Seminary and Grace Brethren North American Missions

Course Title: Seminar in North American Church Planting (MI 700) 

Description:   This seminar introduces the student to the basic understanding and skills necessary to 
start a congregation in any North American cultural context.  It takes the student from call 
through self-assessment to reaching and bringing together a group of 25-75 individuals 
committed to being a church.  A separate training track is planned to train developmental 
pastors to take a congregation beyond the 75 barrier through developmental pastoral 
ministry.  Informed by David Garrison’s concepts of church multiplication, it seeks to train 
church-planters to form new congregations aggressively and rapidly with a dependence 
upon follow-on pastoral church developers.  Some attention is given to participants who 
desire to pursue a founding pastor model as well.  Students will be expected to engage 
the experience both intellectually and spiritually with significant encouragement given to 
building spiritual community within the class and Work Groups.

Credits:  Three hour course credit from Grace Theological Seminary if accepted into the program.
There is also opportunity to audit the class if graduate credit is not desired.  

Next Class: Tenatively planned for August 2006. 

Questions:   Contact Jessie Schroder, Grace Seminary Admissions Coordinator at 1-800-544-7223, 
extension 6413 or schrodjl@grace.edu. 

Does Your Employer offer Matching Gifts?

Many corporations will match financial gifts 
made by their employees to 501(c)3 non-profit 
organizations.  Under such a program, if an  em-
ployee were to donate, for example, $1000 to 
GBNAM for support of the printed version of the 
thechurchplanter, the corporation would match 
it with another $1000 donation to GBNAM.  This 
is a unique and effective way to expand your 
giving to GBNAM.  Check with your employer to 
see if such a program is offered.

Like what you are reading?

Want to help the support  

check out this opportunity >>>>

thechurchplanter?

mailto:schrodjl@grace.edu
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Is it SUNRISE or  SUNSET
for the Fellowship of Grace Brethren Churches?

[My Observations One Year Later]
It would appear that my presentation to the FGBC Fellowship Council in January 2005 accomplished its desired 
purpose.  Discussion regarding it remains a regular conversation as I travel the country.  Tom Avey, our Fellowship 
Coordinator, asked me to speak to the annual meeting of the Fellowship Council for the dual purpose of bringing 
church planting to the forefront and to spur the council members onto action.  Since then I have been bombarded 
with questions ranging from the accuracy of the data to my opinion as to the importance of “growing” the Fellowship 
of Grace Brethren Churches.
 Regarding the accuracy of the data, Tom and I discussed my data following my presentation.  My data was 
taken from the statistician reports found in the minutes of the annual conferences and published in the respective 
year’s Grace Brethren Annual Handbook.  That data varied slightly from what the coordinator’s office has; however, 
the trend was the same.   
 In addition to the number of churches that I reported on, many people have wanted to know the total num-
ber of individual members (number of people as opposed to the number of churches) of the FGBC during the same 
period.  That data is reflected in the following chart as provided by Tom Avey (the decade I analyzed has been noted 
with the red box).
  

The obvious conclusion from this data remains the same: our fellowship of churches has been in a steady decline for 
at least the last decade in spite of the remarkable church planting we have experienced.  This concerns me.  I believe 
this should concern everyone who is an affiliate or member of the FGBC.  
 The reasons for this trend are varied.  However, it was not my purpose to discover them.  Obviously, some 
churches have run their course and dissolved.  It has been suggested that we should spend more time and energy revi-
talizing churches that are struggling or in decline.  As well-intended and wonderful as that would be, it remains a true 
adage that “it is easier to give birth than to raise the dead.”  This is not to suggest that we have a lot of “dead” churches in 
the fellowship.  It simply means what it is intended to mean:  revitalizing declining churches is very difficult and much 
riskier than pouring resources into new church plants for the simple reason that change within established structures 
comes at great cost.  Most people are unable to accept that cost even when they honestly believe they can.
  Now to draw your attention to starting new churches.  The Board of Directors of Grace Brethren North 
American Missions met in March 2006 in Miami, Florida.  During that meeting I reported that GBNAM is cur-
rently working with 43 new church plants.  Additionally, our missionary staff reports that there are at least 22 possible 
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thechurchplanter blog
In order to continue to encourage 
and resource church planters and 
church planting, I have started a blog.  
The blog will be an online and ongo-
ing connection to my newsletter.  I’ll 
post articles I find and thoughts I have 
about the area of church planting.  

Hope you enjoy it. 

Check it out at:
www.thechurchplanter.blogspot.com

new churches on the drawing board across all spectrums 
of our ministry including regional, world-class city and 
ethnic-American initiatives.  
Hopefully, this continued and 
aggressive church planting 
will help reverse the declining 
trend.  
 While new churches create a breath of fresh air and 
excitement; they also bring new generational philoso-
phies that challenge the most seasoned of veteran church 
planters, pastors and parishioners.  
 Much of the ensuing discussion that I have been en-
gaged in since the presentation has centered on philo-
sophical and generational issues.  For instance, are these 
new churches “merely” house churches or are they “tradi-
tional” churches with accompanying programs to sustain 
them over the long haul.  
 The questions asked often hint at generational dif-
ferences.  Builders and Boomers generally value organi-
zational structure and brand loyalty.  On the other hand, 
Busters and Millennials are generally less concerned 
with organization and brand loyalty.  There is, of course, 
nothing new about generational tension.  It was there 35 
years ago when I was a young man.  But, the FGBC was 
experiencing a season of strong growth then.  Our chal-
lenges may not have enjoyed as much clout as those of 
the young men and women today, who are emerging dur-
ing a time of plateau or decline in the FGBC.
 Irrespective of philosophical shifts, it remains my re-
sponsibility to encourage the increase of new churches 
for the benefit of the overall health and growth of the 
Fellowship of Grace Brethren Churches.  Much of my 
success and, for that matter, the success of GBNAM, 
will be measured by the addition or multiplication of 
new churches.   
 I also understand, and value, the desire of younger 
people to place primary emphasis on relationships and 
community over structure and numerical growth; and, 
a stronger emphasis on the person over the program.  
When I was a young church planter, I also valued re-
lationships and community.  In fact, every church my 
wife and I planted was started in our home with social 
and spiritual relationships paramount to success.  I also 
felt the tension between numerical and spiritual growth 
when attempting to measure the “success” of the newly 
developing church.  
 Today’s church planter has had some of that tension 
reduced through the influence of GBNAM.  They have 
the freedom to start, and to remain, in homes.  They 
don’t have to adopt a standardized polity, constitution 
and bylaws.  They have the freedom to develop a new 
church without the pressure to secure property and 
build a building as quickly as possible.    They have the 

opportunity to start churches without being formally 
educated before they start.  Many church planting cou-

ples will plant while working a full-
time job within their respective pro-
fessions and part of a team of others 
who are doing the same thing.  This 
bi-vocational effort can relieve or re-

move the “time” pressure for self-support status that is 
often arbitrarily placed on church planters from donors 
and mission agencies.  
 These are good things.  Even so, I would suggest that 
every generation of church planter within the Fellow-
ship of Grace Brethren Churches has always been com-
mitted to evangelistic and transformational growth and 
multiplication; to seeing peoples lives impacted with the 
Gospel and changed for the glory of God.
 I hope that we who are older will respect and value 
new thoughts from the young.  I hope that the young 
will also respect and value the lessons learned from 
those who are older.  I pray we will discover new ways to 
live in harmony within the old and new systems of the 
local church.  
 I sincerely believe that the Fellowship of Grace 
Brethren Churches will continue to place high value on 
evangelism, transformation and biblical education all 
within the framework of loving community.  It is this, 
I believe, that has historically made us both “Grace” and 
“Brethren.”  
 Let us accept the challenge before us Grace Brethren 
to set aside our preferences and prejudices, and in love 
and respect for one another’s dreams and aspirations, 
toil in the good soil of North America for the plant-
ing of churches that are directed through a diversity of 
gifts from the Holy Spirit, that lift up the Head of the 
Church and that bring honor and glory to God the Fa-
ther.  ∆

GBNAM is currently working 

with 43 new church plants

www.thechurchplanter.blogspot.com 
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In October 2005, we had the first Evangelists Gathering in Columbus, Ohio-a gathering for networking & encouraging 
the evangelists within the Grace Brethren movement.  It was a great event.  We have posted a recap and some of the tools 
shared on the GBNAM website at www.gbnam.org/events/evangelists-gathering.htm. 
 The feedback we received about the gathering was so good that we want to sponsor a second one.  So we are glad to 
announce The Evangelists Gathering 2:
   

   

Evangelists in our Grace Brethren circles need to gather to encourage one another and share what God is doing.  This 
gathering is for those who believe God has called and given as Evangelists to the Body.  We believe that most Evangelists 
are not in full-time minstry, so we are doing it on a weekend to better serve them June 2-4 (Friday evening - Sunday 
afternoon).   We are delighted to be hosted by the Hope Community Church in Cary, NC and to participate in a special 
outreach of their church on Saturday night of the weekend 
 Please contact me if you would like more information on this gathering.  More details will also be available on the 
GBNAM website (www.gbnam.org).  

      - Kurt 
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