
 

 

Leading a church community through different phases of growth 

by Øivind Augland 

 
Has your church fellowship stopped growing?  
 
I’ve often asked myself these questions: Why does growth stop happening for some 
churches, while others keep on growing? What are the dynamics that help – or hinder 
– church growth? What can we do to get church fellowships fired-up and start growing 
again? Is this just a spiritual question, or do practical issues like organisation and 
leadership have anything to do with church growth? And, if God wants to see our church 
fellowships grow, what is our responsibility as leaders? 
 

Organisation and organism  

A church fellowship is both an organisation and an organism. The church is referred to 
in the Bible as a family and as a flock of sheep, meaning that it is extremely organic. But 
the church is also referred to as the house of God and the temple of God, which points 
to something more static. There is no contradiction, however, between the organic and 
the organisational. When a church fellowship is in a phase of growth, we have to know 
how to manage something organic – while being aware that, because of the growth 
happening, the fellowship is becoming a larger organisation characterised by an 
organisation’s phases of development.  
 
We find many examples of structure in God’s creation. When we cut down a tree, the 
tree’s growth rings are revealed to us. The thinner, darker rings develop during the 
winter months; the wider, lighter rings develop during the warmer months, showing 
stages of greater growth. Very little growth occurs during the winter months; winter can 
be a time of crisis and pain for a tree. The light rings indicate spring and summer with 
their season of birth, growth and new life. Yet it is the dark rings developed each winter 
that provide the tree the structural strength needed to carry the heavy fruit of summer 
and endure the storms of autumn. A tree’s age can be determined by counting its rings.  
 
Just as nature is marked by structure and rhythm, so is the kingdom of God. 
Organisation can be found even in nature’s most organic creatures. Because of this we 
need to understand how the kingdom of God expands and grows. In Matthew 13:31-32 
we read, ‘Here is another illustration Jesus used: “The Kingdom of Heaven is like a 
mustard seed planted in a field. It is the smallest of all seeds, but it becomes the largest 
of garden plants; it grows into a tree, and birds come and make nests in its branches.”’ 
This is exactly the way growth occurs in a church and in the different fellowship groups 
within a church. Our task as leaders is to equip the people we lead, and to make room 
for them to express what God has called them to. Each person is to discover their 
spiritual gifts – and to grow in these gifts – within the safety of their church fellowship.  
 

Leadership and organisation 

When we speak of development within an organisation, we are touching on the theme 
of organisational leadership. How can we develop our capacity to understand the kind 
of structure and organisation needed to reach the goals we want to achieve? We must 
understand the organisational dynamics of growth that occur during periods of growth 



 

 

in an organisation: What do we need to do in each growth phase? And which growth 
phase is our church in right now? What growth phase is the ministry I lead in the church, 
and what is important to do now? How does the structure we have serve the goals we’ve 
set for the church – is the structure functional?  
 
We can describe the various 
phases that occur in an 
organisation’s development 
with the following words:  
 

1. The pioneer phase 

2. The structural phase 

3. The multiplying phase 

4. The coordinating phase 

 
Each of these phases has its own characteristics with its own unique priorities. Each 
phase has its own kind of potential crisis and signals that indicate when the organisation 
is heading toward a crisis. Each phase requires its own kind of leadership skills. And it 
isn’t a guarantee that every church fellowship will grow: many churches today stop 
growing during phase 2 and others during phase 3. Very few churches actually make it 
into phase 4. Just as a tree goes through the various development phases of winter, 
spring, summer and autumn, a church goes through phases that are marked by crisis 
and pain. If we do not endure well the pain of challenge and crisis, growth can be 
inhibited. Endurance is needed to make it to the next growth phase.  
 
It is also important to understand that we cannot lead during the multiplication phase as 
we did during the pioneer phase. Below, I present some keywords that describe the 
various phases of growth. As leaders we have to constantly ask ourselves if the 
structures we have in place are conducive to accomplishing the mission and call God 
has given us – and if we have adjusted our leadership style to our current growth phase.  
  



 

 

1. The pioneer phase (outward focused) 
a. Characteristics and important focus areas of this phase: 
o Creating a home, a place of belonging  

o Enthusiasm and joy 

o Unity and family 

o Faith, optimism, and energy  

o Vision and identification  

o Willing to invest and sacrifice  

o Very organic with swift decisions needed 

o A strong sense of ‘us’ 

o It is important to:  

▪ Have a clear vision and values  

▪ Model these values  

▪ Create a sense of ownership on all levels of the fellowship 

▪ Multiply leaders  

▪ Adapt activity levels to the number of church members 

 

b. A crisis of authority: A crisis can arise if growth is happening when the 
church is moving from the pioneer phase into the structural phase:  

o People begin to question things  

o Good aspects of the church are turned into points of irritation  

o People begin looking for ‘the guilty ones’ – who are the ones making things 

difficult for us?  

o A number of people ask, ‘‘Do I have a space in the decision making?’ 

o Biblical example: Acts 6.   



 

 

2. The structural phase (inward focused) 
a. Characteristics and important focus areas of this phase: 
o The ‘home’ needs to be expanded so that there are more ‘rooms’ (ministries) 

where people can discover their place of service in the fellowship  

o Concentration in the leadership team: focus is placed on the strengths of each 

leader on the team  

o Increasing the quality of the various ministries  

o A greater number of people become involved in ministry – new levels of 

leadership, delegating responsibility 

o Clarity in structure (things can become ineffective at the end of the pioneering 

phase) 

o Leadership training (in the pioneering phase we identify leadership potential; 

now we train people in leadership competence and put them in function)  

o Offering a broad leadership experience to new leaders, and helping them to 

discover their gifts and talents  

o Create and expand ownership of the vision and values across the entire 

organisation 

 

b. A crisis of autonomy: A crisis can arise if growth is happening when the 
church is moving out of the structural phase and into the multiplying phase:  

o Quality leaders begin to wonder if there is space for them, and some begin to 

leave the organisation. They ask, ‘Is there room for my vision and for what God 

has called me to?’ 

o People begin feeling that things are becoming too introverted and ‘pastoral’, 

wanting greater freedom, room to grow, and responsibility.  

o People are wondering, ‘Are we really doing what we are called to do – are we 

reaching out to those around us?’ 

  



 

 

3. The multiplying phase (outward focused) 
a. Characteristics and important focus areas of this phase: 
o Create more ‘homes’ (as opposed to ‘rooms’) where people can be given more 

responsibility to lead. 

o As leaders we move from delegating to authorizing. 

o More room for diversity, freedom, and new forms of expression. 

o Some parts of the organisation move back into the pioneer phase. 

o Multiply enthusiasm, commitment, faith, optimism, creativity. 

o It is important that a uniform understanding of the organisation’s vision and 

values (DNA) is established throughout the organisation; if not, chaos is 

created. If the organisation didn’t go through the structure phase well enough, 

several cultures can arise side by side and unity is lost. 

o Biblical example: Acts 7-14: the multiplication of ministries and teams. 

 

b. A crisis phase and into the coordinating phase: 
o People begin to build their own ‘kingdoms’, and distrust can grow on different 

levels and in various situations. Certain support leaders start to think that they 

can manage things quite fine on their own and no longer see the need for 

regular contact with the main leaders.  

o The main leader starts to doubt his ability to lead, since a number of people 

begin to question the leader’s ability to lead. There is a danger that the leader 

abandons ‘the ship’s bridge’ and loses oversight of the organisation by leading 

other things or by giving attention to specific areas of the organisation.  This 

leads to a loss of a unified vision and direction. 

o Co-workers begin expressing their distrust in other leaders in the organisation. 

A lack of trust can also arise between different work groups in the organisation, 

within a group, or toward the main leadership.  

o The positive aspects of the multiplication phase (i.e. creating space and 

freedom) can end up creating problems at the end of the same phase.  

o Because of their mistrust of the leadership, certain members may leave the 

church to start their own work.  

o When co-workers begin to create their own systems: 

▪ Inefficiency increases in such areas as finances and communication. 

▪ Increasing mistrust, and weariness in the organisation. 

▪ Certain individuals declare that they’ve had enough and leave in order to 

do things the way they want to. 

o A stable and mature leadership is needed to lead through this phase. A leader 

team with diverse gifting and skills is needed to rebuild a sense of trust across 

the organisation. The big question is: How does the leadership build unity in 

relationships, values and vision?  



 

 

4. The coordinating phase (inward & outward focused)  
This is a phase when the organisation has various areas in one of the other earlier 
phases. Parts of the organisation are in the pioneer phase, while others are in the 
structural or multiplying phase. 

 

a. Characteristics and important focus areas of this phase: 
o Clear mission declaration for the organisation, with one set of values and 

practices that are expected to be lived out by all leaders and co-workers. 

o Clear visionary and inspirational leadership that has the ability to paint a picture 

of where they see themselves in five to seven years. What visual expression 

does the mission we are called to have in the future? What do we see? Where 

are we going and why? 

o Clarify and work toward a good communications structure for the entire 

organisation, with quality relationships reaching out from the leadership to the 

support leaders. Trusting relationships in all parts of the organisation must be 

constantly tended and nurtured. 

o Promote functions of care and support that convey healing and help to 

wounded individuals.  

o Multiplication of leaders in all levels of the organisation. Develop the 

organisation’s system of developing quality leaders, with good structures for 

the mentoring and coaching of every leader in the organisation.  

o Regular adjustments made to the organisation’s structure so that it continues 

to serve the vision.  

o Develop quality financial systems that create within each person a sense of 

ownership and accountability in a large organisation.  

o A shared mission and vision (including strategically expressed pictures of 

where we want to be in five to seven years) with a set of values (DNA) that we 

live out in trusting relationships.   



 

 

What phase is your church fellowship in right now? 

What do you think about when you look through these phases? When you look at the 
pioneer phase, does it give you a sense of excitement and initiative? There’s also a lot 
of excitement in the structural phase – combined with a lot of hard work! And the 
multiplying and coordinating phases are filled with even more hard work! Ask yourself 
these questions: Am I willing to pay the price? What phase am I best equipped to lead 
in?  

There is a biblical truth we need to keep in mind when looking at these phases: ‘One 
person chases a thousand; two people can put ten thousand to flight’ (see Deuteronomy 
32:30). We achieve much more when standing together in unity and in commitment to 
one another, when we utilize each other’s strengths. When this happens God can do 
great things through us. There is power when we function organically as one body 
called by God to team leadership, working together to build living and growing church 
fellowships that in turn work to build new church fellowships.  

I challenge you to think through these questions: 

a. In which of these phases would you place your church fellowship? 

b. Explain why you believe your church fellowship is in this phase.  

c. What is needed for your church fellowship to move on to the next phase?  

● Make a list of the five most important areas your leadership needs to 

focus on in order to move on to the next phase.  

d. What kind of leadership is needed to succeed in the next phase? 

  

God is looking for growth – it is what he wants and expects. Yet growth can be quickly 
hindered when leaders do not understand what happens in the different growth phases 
and how to lead through these phases. Most fellowships get stuck in the structural 
phase with 80 to 175 members, remaining inward-looking. They do not have the ability 
to release parts of the organisation into a new multiplication phase when the 
organisation is once again filled with faith, enthusiasm, commitment, optimism, and 
creativity. 
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