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STRONG AND COURAGEOUS
Creating New Places to Belong

New Church FAQs
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What do we mean when we say “new church 
start”?

A new church start is more than a new building, an outreach 
ministry, or a new worship service.  It is a newly organized 
faith community that is committed to making disciples of 
Jesus Christ and

• includes regular community worship and regular 
celebration of sacraments

• practices Wesleyan theology
• has an effective discipling system
• receives new members
• demonstrates faithful stewardship
• is deeply involved in its community

How are new churches started?

There are many ways that new churches begin.  Some of the 
more common models are:

• Missionary Strategy or “Parachute Drop” model – A 
leader (the “planter”) is sent into an area to begin a new 
congregation from scratch. This person works in this 

region to develop an initial leadership team, who then 
become the core of the new church.

• Partner Churches or “Parent/Child” model – One or 
more existing United Methodist congregations serves 
as a sponsor for a newly established congregation, 
providing prayer support, financial resources, and initial 
leadership for the new church.  As the new congregation 
matures, it becomes an independent church with its own 
unique identity.

• Multi-site or Campus model – An existing congregation 
begins a new worshipping community at a separate 
location, reaching a different group of people than their 
existing sites.  The new campus shares identity with and 
remains a part of the existing congregation, forming one 
church in multiple locations.

• Church-within-a-Church model – A new congregation 
shares facilities with an existing congregation, while 
each maintaining their own unique identity.  Often, 
the new congregation is reaching an entirely different 
demographic than the existing congregation – such as 
an ethnic-minority congregation that shares a building 
with an Anglo congregation.

By Rev. Amy Wagner, Director of Congregational Development and Revitalization

   One of my favorite exercises when I’m working with local churches is to ask them where they find themselves in Scripture.  
Which Bible story represents where your church is right now?  Where in the narrative of God and God’s people do you feel 
like you are living?  It’s an imaginative exercise that invites us to see ourselves within the Biblical story.
   Some congregations may say they are standing with Ezekiel, wondering if the dry bones they see before them will find new 
life.  Others might say they are answering Jesus’ invitation to “follow me” like the disciples did.  Some feel like they are in the 
book of Acts, seeing God add to their numbers daily those who are being saved.  Whatever they choose, each story teaches 
us something about the work God is doing in our midst.  Each one invites us 
into prayerful conversation with the Author.
   Lately, I’ve been pondering the ways we Methodists might be like the 
Reubenites, Gadites and half-tribe of Manasseh that Joshua addresses in 
Joshua 1. Since I’m guessing few of us know that passage by heart, let me 
explain.
   In the opening verses of the book of Joshua, we learn Moses has died, 
and Joshua is now commissioned to lead the people into the Promised 
Land.  It is a turning point in their life together – the leader they knew and 
trusted is gone.  Their way of life is changing whether they like it or not.  
They can’t stay where they are any longer – it simply isn’t sustainable for 
them all to wander the wilderness forever.
   It’s time to step out in faith to do something new.  There is a certain 
hopefulness in these verses:  “I will give you the land, as I swore to your 
ancestors…” God says.  But there is also a fearful undertone.  “Be strong 
and courageous…” the Lord tells Joshua repeatedly, and it suggests that 
there is reason that courage will be necessary.  Stepping out in faith is never 
easy.
   After Joshua hears from God, he turns to the people.  He tells them to get ready for a journey.  And then he speaks directly 
to three tribes:  the Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh.  These tribes have already found their home.  
They’ve settled in the land God has given them, to the east of the Jordan.  They’ve built homes and fences; they’ve schooled 
their children and lived their lives there in that place.  The land has nourished them well, and they have found rest.
   To these – the ones who already have a home, a place to belong – Joshua says:   

Your wives, your little ones, and your livestock shall remain in the land that Moses gave you beyond the Jordan. But all the 
warriors among you shall cross over before your kindred and shall help them, until the LORD gives rest to your kindred 
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as well as to you, and they too take 
possession of the land that the 
LORD your God is giving them. 
Then you may return to your own 
land and take possession of it, the 
land that Moses the servant of the 
LORD gave you beyond the Jordan 
to the east.

     
  ~Joshua 1:14-15

   I wonder:  what if we who sit in the 
pews of United Methodist churches 
all over Western Pennsylvania are 
something like those tribes?  We’ve 
found a spiritual home, a place to raise 
our families and share our lives with 
one another.  God has given us a place 
to rest, to belong, to connect. 
   But what if God also calls us to leave 
that place now, and go out into the 
world to make way for others to find 
their spiritual homes?  What if God 
calls us to try something different – a 
new way of worshipping, a new way of 
being church – so that others might find 
a home?  What if we are called – for a 
season, at least – to let go of our time-
honored traditions in order to make 
room in our midst for a new generation 
of Christ-followers to find their place, 
their land and their traditions?  What 
if “being church” was more about 
helping others come to faith, than it 
was about our own rest and comfort?
   There are churches in our midst 
that are finding themselves in this 
story.  There are congregations across 
Western Pennsylvania that are stepping 
out in faith, believing that God calls 
them to clear the way so that a new 
generation of Christ-followers might 

find a spiritual home.  Those churches 
are learning that the next generation 
of “church” won’t look the same as 
ours – and that’s okay.

Consider:
• Roots of Faith in Sharpsburg, 

begun by Faith UMC, Fox Chapel, 
is a ministry to the community 
of Sharpsburg.  Their Thursday 
evening Neighborhood Table 
meal now draws 75-100 twice a 
month; a prayer circle gathers 
weekly; a worshipping community 
is emerging; and there are Friday 
night youth coffee houses. Vacation 
Bible School is provided in the 
summer. Fourteen families and 
25 community allies are involved 
with a Circles program that helps 
people break the cycle of poverty.  
Faith UMC in Fox Chapel continues 
their own worship life together, 
but they are also contributing both 
financially and with their God-
given gifts and time to create a 
spiritual home for their neighbors in 
Sharpsburg.

• Connect Church is a new 
church start effort led by four 
small churches that have joined 
together as the Greater Blairsville 
Cooperative Parish. They are 
about to begin a capital campaign 
for the facility along Route 22.  
These congregations are giving of 
themselves by adjusting worship 
times, freeing up staff time to 
support the new congregation, 
and joining together for youth 
programming and student 

ministries.  Their own church homes 
remain strong while they create a 
new faith community where others 
will find a home too.

• At Point Marion UMC, 
approximately 125 Fijians who 
came to the area to work in the 
shale gas industry began a service 
in their language once a month.  
Now several are getting involved 
in ministries to help children and 
struggling families in the area.  
The Point Marion congregation 
continues to worship in English 
on Sunday morning while making 
space for a Fijian-language ministry 
to grow on Sunday afternoons.  
Together, they are creating a new 
place for new people to find their 
own church home.

   How might God be calling your 
congregation to follow these examples 
in going out to make a spiritual home 
for others in your community?

New Places to Belong

New Church Leadership Institute
Sponsored by Path I and WPAUMC

November 4 - 5, 2015   Pittsburgh Area

Led by Jim Griffith,
 United Methodist pastor and coach for new places

For clergy and lay persons who wonder:

• Why plant new churches?
• Who can I reach in my own community?
• What’s my role in supporting new churches?
• How can my congregation create new places for new 

people?

Cost: $299    Wednesday evening is free!

S a v e  t h e  D a t e !

1. Know your community.  
• Login to Mission Insite (missioninsite.com) for up-

to-date demographic information specific to your 
ministry context.  For login assistance, contact John 
Wilson (john.wilson@wpaumc.org).  

• Prayer Walk your town and prayerfully observe the 
people who live there.  Invite the Holy Spirit  to open 
your eyes to the needs of the community.  For a 
prayer walk guide, email Amy Wagner (amy.wagner@
wpaumc.org).

2. Go to where the people are.
• Congregational leaders should commit to spending 

20 percent of their church-related time outside of 
the church walls building relationships.  For full-time 
clergy and staff that means spending at least one 
day per week in the community.  

• Pastors can work with SPRC to arrange ministry 
responsibilities so that you can actively participate in 
community organizations. Set aside a portion of your 
reimbursable account to cover the cost of regular 
lunch meetings with community members who are 
not parishioners. Establish regular “office hours” at a 
local coffee shop or café. Offer to serve as a chaplain 
for the local fire department, or as a workplace 
chaplain for a large area employer.

• Church groups and committees should hold at least 
half of their meetings outside of the church building.  
Meet at local restaurants or coffee shops where 
you are visible to others.  Get to know wait staff, 
local business owners, and regular customers.  Be 
ready to answer questions and invite others into the 
conversation if they show interest. 

3. Budget for it.
• Set aside at least 10 percent of your congregational 

budget for outreach and community engagement 
ministries.  Work with the finance committee 
and church council to make this a priority in your 
budgeting.

• Encourage members to sponsor scholarships for 
children and youth from the community to attend 
VBS, summer camp or a Volunteers in Mission (VIM) 
trip.

New Church FAQs
• Restart or Close and Reopen model – A congregation 

makes an intentional decision to close in order to leave a 
legacy from which a new congregation might be birthed.  
The facility and remaining financial resources are turned 
over to leaders who will address the needs and culture of 
the community in new ways.

• Vital merger model – Two or more congregations 
choose, for missional reasons, to join together to form one 
congregation in a new location and under a new name.  
Vital mergers are not primarily driven by financial need, but 
by a vision for a ministry that can be better done together 
than apart.

• Micro-community models – House Churches, Dinner 
Churches and Intentional Communities are several forms 
of church that center around small groups of people who 
worship together in homes or small meeting spaces (like a 
local coffee shop), and organize into networks or circuits.  
These small communities of faith can reach small rural 
communities that would not support a larger congregation, 
more easily connect with persons who resist organized 
religion, and may emerge in places like college campuses 
where students share life together in deep ways.

How is the Western Pennsylvania Conference 
working to start new churches?

As a Conference, we recognize that local congregations are 
the primary place where disciple-making occurs.  Therefore, 
we work to resource and support local churches in their work 
of creating new places for new people.  Our support includes 
development of people (through assessment, leadership 
development and coaching), places (through demographics 
and community study) and funding (through grants and working 
with local churches to develop funding streams) for new 
churches.

Revs. Brett Dinger and Scott Shaffer, Connect Church
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