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Natural Church Development is a way of looking at church growth that addresses the deeper qualitative issues rather than just the quantitative ones.   Rather than focusing on the fruit, the ‘underground’ realities (the roots that produce the fruit) are examined.   

It is not a method-based quick fix process but the identifying & removal of human growth barriers so that the growth potential, that God Himself has placed within the church, can be realised.

Christian A Schwarz, born in 1960, is the director of the Institute for Natural Church Development. Living now with his family in Northern Germany, he studied theology in Bochum, Bethel, Wuppertal & Mainz, Germany, and in Pasadena, California.    From 1994-6 he directed the most comprehensive research project that has ever been conducted in the Christian church to establish the causes of church growth.    More than 1000 churches in 32 countries on all 5 continents participated – large & small, growing & declining, persecuted churches, prominent & unknown ones – allowing universally applicable church growth principles to be determined.

He discovered that growing churches differ from non-growing ones in 8 key quality characteristics which thus become a measure of the ‘health’ of a church.     These are: Empowering Leadership; Gift-Oriented Ministry; Passionate Spirituality; Functional Structures; Inspiring Worship; Holistic Small Groups; Need-Oriented Evangelism & Loving Relationships.   The study showed that the quality characteristic which is the least developed (called the ‘Minimum Factor’) plays a key role in the growth of a church.
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‘Natural’ (or ‘Biotic’) Church Development makes it clear that God has Himself already provided all that is needed to grow the church.    The essence of church growth is that these ‘in-built’ growth mechanisms (Schwarz uses the word ‘automatisms’) be stimulated & released so that the potential that God has built into each church can develop.    This ‘All-by-itself’ principle (see Mark 4:26-29) undergirds all 8 quality characteristics.
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Assessment of these (quality characteristics/indices) is done by 30 members (and the pastor) completing behavioural questionnaires which are then computer analysed.     A Church Profile (graphic representation of the quality characteristics) is produced & serves as a basis to focus on the question:  “What can we do to experience growth in the area of our minimum factor?” 
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Source:  ‘Healthy Church UK’ 


