
“When my car is not running properly, I try to find the best mechanic in town for repairs. 
I look for the car repair shop with the best qualifications, ratings, and honest service. 
Why? Because my car is so very important to me—to my family, for my work, and for my 
overall well-being. Likewise, when my body is not working properly and I am not feeling 
well, I want the best trained, most experienced, and honest medical care I can find. Why? 
Because my body is important to me—to my family, for my work, and for my overall 
well-being. So it is with church. 

“When our beloved congregations are feeling sluggish, filled with anxiety, underper-
forming, and not in alignment with God and community, I want to call the best trained 
and most experienced and honest people for consultation and help. For the church, the 
visible life of faith, is important to me—to my family, to my work, and for the overall 
well-being of our individual lives and our world. So it is here in these pages. 

“The experts are speaking, straight from years of courageous church leadership and 
directly from the pulpit, the theological classroom, and the offices of denominational 
leadership. You can trust them and their words. I certainly have. Blessed reading to you. 
May these words begin the path of healing for you and your congregations.”

Linda McKinnish Bridges
Founding Faculty Member

President, 2017–2019
Baptist Theological Seminary at Richmond

“At a time when many churches are at a critical juncture, this book is another way for the 
Center for Healthy Churches to offer support and encouragement to those who are on 
the front lines of ministry. Through personal experience, I have found the CHC to be 
very focused on and committed to working alongside churches in helping them to think 
through change and move toward greater health and stability. 

“This collection of articles shows how leaders within the CHC network have been 
able to draw on their extensive experience as consultants and coaches in various parts 
of the church to provide gifted insight to church leaders. Their definition of a healthy 
church as a community of Jesus followers with shared vision, thriving ministry, and 
trusted leadership is right on target and can help provide all of us with a positive way to 
move into God’s future with a sense of possibility and hope.”

David B. Hodges
Dean, Christ Church Cathedral

Episcopal Diocese of Western Kansas



“As a local pastor in a time of cultural change inside and outside the church, I am often 
left with more questions than answers. The coaches and consultants at the Center for 
Healthy Churches encourage me with their insight and encouragement in Just What is 
a Healthy Church? This book is filled with biblical and theological insight along with 
pragmatic approaches for churches in the 21st century as we seek to be defined first and 
foremost as a community of Jesus followers.»

Jeff Roberts
Pastor, Trinity Baptist Church

Raleigh, North Carolina

“In Just What Is a Healthy Church? Bill Wilson and other colleagues affiliated with the 
Center for Healthy Churches offer reflections on the question posed in the book’s title. 
Their basic contention is that a healthy church is a community of Jesus followers with 
shared vision, thriving ministry, and trusted leadership. 

“While one may or may not wholly concur with the various contributors as how 
best to answer the presenting question, there is no question that they are raising and 
responding to a pressing question that is of utmost importance to contemporary Chris-
tian congregations. There is much practical wisdom to be gleaned from the vignettes that 
comprise this volume. This book has caused me to think more deeply and carefully about 
the ongoing well-being of the bride of Christ. For this—and for the church local and 
universal—I am thankful.”

Todd D. Still
Charles J. and Eleanor McLerran DeLancey Dean and

William M. Hinson Professor of Christian Scriptures
Baylor University, Truett Seminary
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I dedicate this book to the three churches among whom I served as pastor. 
Each was a mixture of health and unhealth, human as we were, but 
always straining to move forward, intending to follow the Christ who 
was always ahead of us. Each one loved him, the church, and my family. 
For Dry Creek, Immanuel, and Mt. Carmel I am indebted and forever 
grateful.
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Foreword
Collective wisdom is a good thing, especially in such an uncertain time for the church in 
North America. No one who has contributed to the collective wisdom of this anthology 
would tell you that we are infallible experts. If such ministerial experts ever existed, it 
was in a different moment in history. What this collection does represent is a commu-
nity of experienced practitioners who are thinking together about what it means to help 
churches be the best version of themselves amid all the changes confronting 21st-century 
congregations. 

We think you will find wisdom in these pages that is both timeless (because it points 
to habits of the heart and mind that the church has always cultivated) and timely (because 
the ministerial context and thus our strategies for responding to it are always changing). 
Regardless of the question or challenge that has you thumbing through the pages of this 
book, our hope is that you will find just what you need to help your church develop a 
shared vision of thriving ministry. 
 

Matt Cook
Assistant Director

Center for Healthy Churches



Introduction
Every once in a while, one of us who serves as a consultant or coach at the Center for 
Healthy Churches (CHC) is asked by a church leader, “Exactly what do you mean by a 
healthy church?”

That’s a fair question. Initially, you may be tempted to think, “Well, everyone knows 
what a healthy church is,” but upon further reflection you’d realize that answer is incor-
rect. There are many ways to define a healthy church, based largely on what metrics you 
use to think about the word “healthy.” 

At one of our CHC semiannual gatherings, we decided to come up with a definition 
of “healthy church” that would help us articulate our understanding of what lies at the 
heart of the Center’s work. We spent several hours crafting a definition. We wanted it to 
reflect both our own long years of experience in creating healthy churches in congrega-
tions we had served as pastors and what we have learned from our years of working as 
consultants with church leaders from around the country. 

We quickly came to a shared agreement about what metrics don’t inform our under-
standing of “healthy,” specifically: the number of members a church has, the size of its 
budget, and how “successful” it has been. We’ve seen too many large, “successful” churches 
that exhibit unhealthy behaviors. We’ve also worked with too many small churches that 
exhibit robust health and a vital mission. 

After many drafts, we came up with a statement that we feel captures the heart of our 
work. It also mirrors our understanding of the church’s call to be the body of Christ in and 
for the world. This definition emerged from our discernment: 

A healthy church is a community of Jesus followers with shared vision, thriving 
ministry, and trusted leadership.

Notice that this is a qualitative definition as opposed to a quantitative one. We focus 
on who the community understands itself to be and how it exhibits that understanding in 
its shared life. Rather than looking at how much a church is doing or what it has accom-
plished, we look instead at how much that church follows in the way of Jesus.

UÊÊ�Ê�i>�Ì�ÞÊV�ÕÀV�ÊÕ�`iÀÃÌ>�`ÃÊÌ�>ÌÊ�ÌÃÊ��ÃÌÊvÕ�`>�i�Ì>�ÊV>��Ê�ÃÊÌ�ÊLiÊa community of 
Jesus followers. This understanding turns us away from institutional concerns and toward 
discipleship commitments. Such a church is clear that its core purpose is to incarnate 
Christ’s healing and saving ministry in a hurting world, joining God in God’s work in 
that world in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
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UÊÊ�Ê�i>�Ì�ÞÊV�ÕÀV�Ê�>ÃÊa shared vision that all of its members seek to embody. When a 
church’s vision is fractured, its ministry’s impact weakens, both in its members’ lives and 
in the community God has given it to serve. Having a clear and focused vision invites 
us joyfully to align all our resources—spiritual, mental/emotional, physical, financial, 
and structural—toward shared Kingdom work. 

UÊÊ�Ê�i>�Ì�ÞÊV�ÕÀV�Ê�>ÃÊa thriving ministry. There is a sense of excitement and passion 
among its members. People experience meaning and purpose as they are given the 
opportunity to share their gifts. They experience God’s deep generosity and grace and 
are glad to give of themselves and their resources. They understand that their church has 
all it needs to accomplish the mission God has given it.

UÊÊ�Ê�i>�Ì�ÞÊV�ÕÀV�Ê�>ÃÊtrusted leadership—both clergy and lay. A congregation that deeply 
trusts its leaders can face any adaptive challenge, respond with enthusiasm to any new 
call, and work faithfully through any conflict that may arise. Clear communication and 
encouraging words and actions by leaders embolden the congregation to step out in 
faith. 

This way of thinking about a “healthy church” reminds us of Paul’s metaphor of the 
church as a healthy body in Ephesians 4: “(W)e must grow up in every way into him who 
is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every 
ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s 
growth in building itself up in love” (v. 15).

Our call at the CHC is to help your congregation “build itself up in love,” so that 
your ministry can become ever more faithful, vital, and full of hope. We would love to 
talk with you about how we might walk that path together. 
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