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I remember back in the 1970s 
reading Frank Tillapaugh’s Church 
Unleashed—which at the time was a 
groundbreaking book about externally 
focused ministry. And I remember 
thinking, “God bless Frank. He’s sort 
of a male Mother Teresa.” But I wasn’t 
interested in ministry outside the church 
walls—and neither were my peers.

Several years later, after being exposed 
to some missional pioneers such as 
Steve Sjogren, Erwin McManus and 
a few others, I wrote an article about 
the winds of change we were seeing 
in U.S. churches. It was 2002, and a 
few leading churches were beginning 
to mobilize people to engage their 
communities in ministry. But it was 
still mostly early adopters with many 
skeptics.

Now, less than 10 years later, what 
we’re experiencing is nothing less than 
a spiritual movement. Many have 
observed that it’s easier to catch a wave 
than to cause a wave. This is clearly 
God’s wave, and we’re seeing it around 
the U.S. and all over the world. God 
is clearly at work to make the church 
missional, putting some of its best 
talent and most impactful ideas outside 
the walls to bless the community.
In the U.S., multiple churches and 
thousands of people in communities 
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are linking arms for one-day 
community service blitzes, such as 
“ShareFest” (www.gjsharefest.com) 
(originating in Little Rock, AR) in 
Grand Junction, CO, “Step Out and 
Serve”(www.stepoutomaha.com) 
in Omaha, NE, and “The Church 
Has Left the Building” (www.
thechurchhasleftthebuilding.org) 
found in dozens of churches across the 
continent. As a television news report 
in Grand Junction put it: “Need help 
with your to-do list? A massive crew of 
Christians is ready to assist.” 

The wave of community engagement 
is infiltrating churches much deeper 
than with one-day, en-masse service 
opportunities. People in the seats 
are moving out with innovation and 
spiritual energy to bless the community 
in Jesus’ name. Whether it’s every small 
group at Chase Oaks Church, Dallas, 
TX (www.chaseoaks.org) operating 
with a service component, or 60,000 
Christians in Denver practically loving 
their neighbor, or a focus at Perimeter 
Church, Atlanta, GA (www.perimeter.
org) on equipping people to minister 
where they “live, work and play,” 
external focus is catching on. People 
in our congregations are dying to do 
something with their faith that will help 
them catch the wave and change the 
world.

Metrics
•   Regular churchgoers are more than 
twice as likely to volunteer to help the 
needy, compared to demographically 
matched Americans who rarely or never 
attend church.1

•   In particular, weekly churchgoers are 
more likely to help the poor or elderly 
(40% vs. 15%), to volunteer in school 
or youth programs (36% vs. 15%), and 
to volunteer for neighborhood or civic 
groups (26% vs. 13%).2

In short, church attendance is a 
significant predictor for most types of 
volunteering, according to Harvard’s 

Robert Putnam in American Grace.3 
By many different measures, religiously 
observant Americans are better 
neighbors and better citizens than 
secular Americans. They are more 
generous with their time and money 
than demographically similar secular 
Americans, especially in helping the 
needy and the elderly, and they are 
more active in community life. Rather 
than choosing between religious and 
nonreligious causes, they volunteer and 
give more generously to both.4

 

Trends
•   External focus is being 
operationalized in churches through 
small groups.

If you’re part of a small group at 
Chase Oaks Church, you also serve 
the community, as service is part of the 
package and part of the schedule. Every 
4-6 weeks, instead of meeting for coffee 
and dessert, prayer and Bible study, 
the church’s group members are in the 
community—serving the homeless, 
building a Habitat for Humanity house, 
helping a single mom and her kids, 
mentoring students—something that 
moves them out of the living room and 
into the street. Small groups commit 

for one year to serve an existing, local 
non-profit agency that already has 
the connections and structure to link 
small group members with service 
opportunities.

Chase Oaks is living proof that 
good friends (authentic, small group 
relationships) help turn good intentions 
(“we should serve our community”) 
into good deeds. When I am speaking 
in churches around the country, I often 
ask, “How many of you have taken a 
spiritual gifts test, and after discovering 
your gifts, you went out on your own 
and found your place of service?” I have 
asked that question thousands of times, 
and I’ve only had one person raise their 
hand—and she was just stretching! 
We’ve all been there. We hear a great 
message about serving, and we think, 
“yeah, that’s right. I ought to be doing 
that.” But there is too much inertia 
to overcome, and very few people 
do anything on their own. Robert 
Putnam’s book referenced earlier 
confirms that religious Americans are 
more generous with their time and 
treasure, even for secular causes. But it 
has less to do with their faith and more 
to do with hanging out with people 
they like who share their value for 
service.

•   Community engagement is 
becoming part of the regular “rhythm” 
of church.

The classic Four Spiritual Laws is a 
great example of the old paradigm 
of the “rhythm” of church life (full 
disclosure here—I love this little 
resource, and have used it countless 
times to share the Gospel). The Four 
Spiritual Laws strongly encourages 
new Christians to find a Bible-believing 
church where they can grow in their 
new-found faith. It implies we are 
to believe the right things first, and 
then we have the right to belong. For 
decades, that was the rhythm of church.

Then the Baby Busters (those born 1965 
and later) came along and said, “That’s 
not how we see it. In our community, 

American Grace is based on two of 
the most comprehensive surveys ever 
conducted on religion and public life in 
America.



11 for 11: Ideas That Work • Externally Focused Churches Becoming the New Norm         4

you can belong first.” In the process 
of connecting to the church through 
friendships, non-Christians may wind 
up believing—or not. But they still 
belong. 

In the new wave of external focus 
represented by the emerging 
Millennial generation, the rhythm 
can be illustrated by a version of 
the Celtic knot of faith. A few 
years ago a member of one of our 
learning communities used the three 
watchwords—believe, belong and 
bless.  Tying those words to the Celtic 
knot gives us three distinct loops to 
represent the vital Christian rhythms 
of believe, belong and bless. This adds 
the vital faith element of “blessing” 
the community. It’s the regular rhythm 
of going deeper with Christ, deeper 
with one another and deeper in 
service. 

The interesting thing is people are 
now coming to Christ through all 
three of these doors. You not only ask 
your neighbors to visit church with 
you; they get involved in the church’s 
food drive and take steps forward on 
their spiritual journey. They may have 
no interest in the famous evangelist 
coming to town; but invite them to 
stuff 200,000 food packs to go to 
Africa, and the whole family is now 
interacting with the “bless” function of 
your church. All three elements become 

points of engagement for people outside 
your church.

•   Churches are beginning to mobilize 
people to serve in their life “domains.”

Leaders at Atlanta’s Perimeter Church 
encourage people to serve in an 
unusual place first: outside the walls 
of the church. Rather than making the 
perpetual pitch for ushers, greeters and 
kids’ ministry workers, staff member 
Drew Warner says that church leaders 
want Perimeter’s members to live out 
their faith most in the “domains” 
where they live, work and play. 

Most pastors are hesitant to operate 
this way. They have lived with the 
80-20 principle (80% of work in the 
church gets done by 20% of the people), 
and they’re afraid to release people to 
external engagement. They’re afraid the 
church work won’t get done. But what 
if that’s the way God set it up to work? 
What if God only needs 20% to run 
the inner machine of the church? And 
he wants the other 80% to employ their 
passions and gifts outside the walls? 

If someone has time and a passion 
for mentoring kids and that’s their 
passion, encourage them to do it 
instead of imploring them to work in 
the nursery. The old way of thinking 
is to take the most talented people out 
of the community and put them to 
work inside the church. So the business 
guy leads the finance or building 
committee. The award-winning fourth 
grade teacher gets recruited to teach 
Sunday school. What would happen 
if we released these people to be 
transforming agents where they live, 
work, play and learn?

Questions
•   How do we engage everyone in 
some type of external ministry, beyond 
family and friends?

How do we create an atmosphere 
where every person in our churches has 

an opportunity to change the world? 
It’s not an insurmountable problem, 
but we’re still waiting for the first 
church to crack the code. It will involve 
devising a simple structure where 
everybody has a story to tell, and they 
are given some freedom and help to do 
it. The great thing is, you won’t have 
to talk people into doing it, because 
they’re already motivated. You’re 
taking advantage of the momentum 
that’s already by the wave God has 
already started.

•   How do we move beyond “episodes 
of mercy” to where community 
engagement is part of the DNA of 
Christians and the church?

Even if I’ve never been to your church, 
I know this: There has probably never 
been a Sunday that someone hasn’t 
opened the Word of God and spoken 
truth. There has never been a Sunday 
that you skipped prayer or didn’t 
worship in song. You haven’t gone 
many Sundays without celebrating 
Holy Communion. Baptism is probably 
a regular activity. Those things are 
part of your church’s DNA, and they 
currently define what church is. 

When and if external focus becomes 
the new norm, it would be just as 
abnormal if people aren’t living a life 
of faith and mercy outside the church. 
How do we make that part of the DNA 
of what church is and does, rather than 
it being an annual day of service of 
sporadic episodes of care?

Predictions  

•   If churches don’t grasp external 
focus as a kingdom effort vs. a church 
growth strategy, it will fail.

Attendance and budget are typically 
our primary success measures. 
Ministries become tactical ways to 
move those numbers up and to the 
right, or they’re eventually dropped. 
Community engagement will require a 
different measure of success. External 

Some churches use a version of the Celtic 
knot with three distinct loops to represent 
the vital Christian rhythms of believe, 
belong and bless.
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focus is a kingdom-building effort that 
may or may not tip the balance sheet 
in your church. Authentic ministry 
outside the walls and in the community 
will ultimately be done because we are 
Christian, not to convert you and count 
you. External focus can never be a 
commodity—a transaction we engage in 
to get something in return—or the best 
efforts will fail.

I’ve started asking one question 
wherever I speak or work with churches: 
“How many people here want to change 
the world?” Inevitably, everybody will 
raise their hand. What if the church 

became the place where people are 
regularly given a chance to do just that? 
And one of your primary success criteria 
as a church could be that everybody has 
a story to tell of how they did that.

Imagine if we could ask everyone in the 
church to give a one-minute story from 
this past year about how they sensed 
something was broken in the world, 
how they felt led into that area, what 
they did about it and the difference 
it made. Imagine having a thousand 
stories like that on your website. And 
when people ask you about your church, 
you tell them, “We’re a church that 

will help you change the world.” And 
you have hundreds of stories from the 
life, work and play domains all over 
your city about how average people are 
teaching a third grader to read, leading 
people to Christ and discipling them, 
or packing 1,000 backpacks of food for 
hungry kids every weekend. 

If we can help people have a story to 
tell, you can invite people to come to 
your church because you’ll help them 
change the world. Nobody else is 
giving them that opportunity. That’s 
the leadership challenge—making 
community engagement the new norm.

Endnotes:
1 Putnam, Robert D., and David E. 
Campbell, American Grace. Simon and 
Shuster, 2010. pp. 445-446, 627-628. 

2 Putnam, American Grace, 446-447, 
628-629.

3 http://100x.christianbook.com/amer-
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lives/robert-putnam/9781416566717/
pd/566777?item_code=WW&netp_id= 
804809&event=ESRCN&view=details
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Contact Us
Contact Eric Swanson at eric.swanson@leadnet.org if you’re interested in being 
part of an Externally Focused Groups Jumpstart Innovation Lab.  This lab is 
for churches ready to move beyond a traditional small group model to making a 
difference in their community. 
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Additional Resources
Leadership Network Advance E-newsletter: Our free, indispensable, twice-
monthly email newsletter featuring the best in innovative church strategies, 
including news of upcoming Leadership Network events. Sign up at http://
leadnet.org/resources/page/subscribe or scan the QR code below on your smart 
phone. (To download a free QR Reader, just search for “QR Reader” in your  
app store.)

About Leadership 
Network
Leadership Network’s mission is to 
accelerate the impact of 100X leaders. 
These high-capacity leaders are like the 
hundredfold crop that comes from seed 
planted in good soil as Jesus described 
in Matthew 13:8. Leadership Net-
work is a division of OneHundredX, a 
global ministry with initiatives around 
the world.

To learn more about Leadership Net-
work go to www.leadnet.org

About 11 for 11
The idea behind 11 for 11 is to profile 
eleven specific ministry innovations (one 
per month) during 2011.The total series 
will also include Global Connections 
Churches, Rapid Growth Churches, 
Trends in Collaborative Leadership, 
Large Church Senior Pastors, Missional 
Renaissance, Next Generation Pastors, 
Multisite Churches, Leadership  
Development, GenerousChurches,  
and Next Horizons.

Externally Focused Churches Becoming 
the New Norm: is also available in these 
formats.
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