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Preface

My (Carl George) formal church ministry began as an intern in a
church that had broken the 1,000 barrier. This church was startlingly
different from every church I had known. Not only did they keep
breaking records at every level—baptisms, conversions, numbers of
trained leaders, and overall attendance—but I quickly recognized
that this church took a different approach than what I had previously
seen or experienced.
During that era, there were growing churches, stable churches,
and dying churches, just like today. Some were new and others long
established, again like today. But I came to realize within each of
these types of churches a few leaders were bringing a new notion of
what the church could be. They began kicking out the walls—both
figuratively and literally—imagining that their church could and
should achieve a greater harvest of people. As they asked, “Why
aren’t we beyond _____?” [200, 400, 800, or whatever level they
were at], they also began to dream, “And what would it be like to
take a church there?”
This book tells the story of the transitions behind breaking those
barriers. It unwraps both the how and the why. And it presses you,
the reader, to make certain decisions both about your own leadership health and about inquiring whether God wants to entrust more
souls into your church’s care.
13
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Preface

How to Break Growth Barriers will also ask you to take stock of
your current ministry: Are you leading leaders? What would happen
at your church if you developed and empowered more leaders? Not
only would your role change but your congregation would as well.
Very likely, it would grow and break new growth barriers. Then you’d
need even more leaders and more spiritual caregivers!
Does Your Church Need More Shepherds?
This book is for church leaders who are committed to leading by
example but also want to have a greater impact as they do so. You
want to do more than personally model the roles of spiritual leadership and caregiving; you also want to lead more people at your
church to do so, and ultimately to lead other leaders especially to
develop yet more leaders.
If you follow the principles in this book, the prognosis for growth
in almost any church will be greatly improved. In addition, the prognosis for your own emotional health will be strong as well.
Does it seem overly bold or even inappropriate to make claims that
big? We believe those outcomes are what Scripture teaches. We’ve
also seen the principles work in a wide variety of contexts over the
last thirty years.
How to Break Growth Barriers is much more than theory. Buckle
up, because you are about to go on a ministry-transforming ride.
Origins of the Book
This book is actually an updated version of a volume by the same
title originally released in 1993 that traces its origin to an extremely
popular series of conferences that Carl George developed, often serving as one of the speakers. Warren Bird often served as the emcee.
Along the way Warren conducted a research project on conference
alumni, learning that they gave the conference content very high
14
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Preface

marks in helping them actually break through various growth barriers. At that point, Warren asked if he could combine the best of
each conference into a book.
That original book sold so well, continuing to do so year after
year, that the publisher has asked us to update it for a new generation. For this edition, every single paragraph has been revised and
updated in some way. The core ideas and outline remain unchanged,
but both the art and the illustrations have been reframed for today.
In this edition, as well as the original, the “I” voice across the book
is that of Carl George. Coauthor Warren Bird and I have worked
together for a long time. Sometimes our views are so compatible that
we sound more like a solo than a duet. When I speak of an idea, it
may actually have been mine, but after he edits it I often prefer how
it turns out, and I find myself unable to distinguish what part was
his and what was mine. He lets me take credit for the concepts, but
I very much admire how he positions the ideas for publication.
Ready?
One of the themes you’ll encounter throughout the book is this: Do
you believe an enormous potential for spiritual harvest is at your
church’s doorstep? If your answer is yes—or if you hope to discover
that the answer is yes—then please proceed.
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1
What Can This Book Do for You?

Go with me to a country just hit by a devastating earthquake, where
fifty thousand people are injured or dead. Two almost identical medical teams, each headed by a doctor, are being airlifted into the heart
of the disaster area.
The physician leading the first crew steps out of the helicopter
and is immediately overwhelmed by all the carnage. There, barely
ten paces away, workers are pulling a mangled but living body from
under the rubble.
Moved by compassion, the doctor rushes over and calculates the
personnel, equipment, and facilities needed to help this victim. He
assigns half his medical team and half their supplies to work on
this one person.
A handful of survivors, sensing the availability of help, bring the
physician another case. This victim is in even worse condition. The
doctor assigns the rest of his medical team and resources to care
for this person.
Now the doctor faces a worse dilemma than when his helicopter
touched down. He would like to treat 49,998 more people but has
19
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Identify Your Vision

already expended virtually all his resources on the first two bodies
presented to him.
The only solution, he decides, is to make himself even more available. He resolves that he and his staff will push themselves harder.
They will be on call twenty hours a day, seven days a week, to treat
as many individuals as possible.
Unfortunately, a few weeks later this well-intentioned medic is
forced to return home. His body has not been able to keep pace with
his desire to help. With his resistance lowered, he has caught one of
the diseases rampant in the disaster area. The care he and his team
have provided must come to a standstill until his replacement arrives.
Meanwhile, what is the second medical team doing? Their preliminary assessment, likewise, takes only a matter of moments. They,
too, are deeply shocked and moved with compassion toward the
massive death and pain evident in every direction. They see widespread malnutrition, open wounds, and other horrible conditions.
People are suffering and dying before their eyes.
The physician heading this second unit quickly concludes that
her small group by itself is inadequate. So instead of scooping up
the first person in sight and immediately beginning treatment, this
doctor opts for a different plan. She tries to calculate a strategy that
will touch a maximum number of people in the least amount of
time, using the scarce resources available.
The doctor announces to her team, “Let’s train some people as
life-support engineers.” One group will make sure safe drinking
water is available, another will deal with shelter issues, and another
with food. Yet another group will work on waste control and public
health by repairing the citywide sewer system to take the fecal matter off the streets before it mixes into the water supply or spreads
into the homes.
This relief and preventative care, multiplied throughout the disaster area, will retard the growth of infection and allow the medical
intervention to have a greater impact.
20
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What Can This Book Do for You?

Having mapped out a program to provide the essentials of survival
and reduce infectious agents, the doctor next addresses issues of
proper nutrition and other preventable forms of need.
In the meantime, her medical team begins training the healthier
survivors to serve as health officers. Their focus is on remedial and
interventional care, starting with the people who, if treated, have a
good prognosis for recovery.
Everyone in the disaster area is keenly aware that a very practical
reason exists for giving priority to those who are getting well. The
need is of such tremendous proportions that every additional ablebodied worker can help make a significant difference.
Which Team Would You Choose?
Suppose you, as a typical North American pastor or Christian
leader, were to watch the above-described scenario and be asked
which of the medical teams was more caring. Which would you
choose? Remember, both teams had equally strong feelings of love
and compassion. They differed only in how they showed their
concern.
The initial response of most Christians, including trained leaders, is to choose to act like the first group. They want to help, their
willingness to personally do whatever it takes plunges them into
immediate action, and their compassion focuses their attention on
the most urgent needs.
However, I suggest and will affirm this underlying principle throughout this book: an emphasis on leadership development as illustrated
by the second group above paves the way for a higher level of longrange care. A systems-based approach of empowering others, when
prayerfully operated in dependence on the Holy Spirit, is the most
effective way to deliver the most widespread continuing infusion of
desperately needed care. It also models most closely the way Jesus
worked with His twelve disciples.
21
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Unfortunately, like the first doctor in this example, many of us fail
to recognize what can happen when a crisis is of such tremendous
scope. The field of need is too big for us. We frantically work twenty
hours a day, only to come down with spiritual chronic fatigue syndrome. Worse, our underlying motivation will stem from a mistaken
assumption: we wrongly suppose that the key to effective ministry
is our personal availability.
That is, most pastors frame their priorities around an inaccurate
supposition that widespread ministry will occur only when they are
active as primary caregivers.
I propose this alternative: the more fundamental need is for church
leaders to craft a systemic approach to pastoral care.1 To the extent
that caregivers in a local church become so preoccupied with the nearest bleeding body that they cannot
We wrongly
keep the whole system alive, they will allow whole
suppose that the
sections of their church to perish in the process.2
They must, rather, attend to the big picture.
key to effective
Pastors and lay leaders must see with eyes of
ministry is
faith to catch a glimpse of a bigger view of their
our personal
church’s ministry. They cannot continue to accept
availability.
the first case to cross their path, wrap their lives
around it, and allow the rest of the world to go
down the tubes. Rather, church leaders must allocate their resources
as strategically as a medical emergency team triages a crisis. They
do not demonstrate wise leadership if they provide all the ministry
themselves, even if they do discover how to clock in a twenty-fivehour day.
Too many people’s lives are broken or devastated. They need
continuing large doses of prayer, ongoing care, and special attention. The church will want to try to make sure the help they need is
available to them.
But other people require just a little assistance, and then they can
help with the ministering.
22
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What Can This Book Do for You?

Yes, it is heartrending to bypass one needy person to give attention
to another. Yes, such choices will receive recriminations by certain
well-intentioned church people. But church leaders
who want to maximize their impact through other
Church leaders
capable (and trainable) workers must develop a new
must allocate
means of budgeting their energies.
their resources
Remember, however, the need on which this master plan is built. In no way does it stem from a lack
as strategically
of mercy. Rather, the leader’s prayerful goal is to
as a medical
determine how to apply his or her time and energy
emergency team
so that the most people can receive the best possible
triages a crisis.
care in the shortest amount of time with the best
use of the resources.
Ultimately this multiplication strategy, when guided and empowered by the Holy Spirit, will result in the most people being touched.
In addition, sometimes a leader’s best personal growth occurs while
he or she learns to train others for leadership.
Why This Book Is Relevant to You
This book is designed to help you, a church leader, enlarge your
vision for what God wants to do through your church. It will also
coach you in the leadership perspective and skills necessary to break
through whatever current growth barrier you face.
To begin, chapters 2 and 3 will help you identify the vision God
has for your church, as well as the vision you currently convey
to your people. You will also gain insight into how to develop a
more listening-sensitive life and how to increase your “visionizing”
abilities.
Chapter 4 will help you see your church as a system so as to better
discern if its current care structure is fostering or squelching growth.
You will finish this chapter with a better handle on the importance
of accurately diagnosing your particular church situation.
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Chapter 5 deals with motive: Why should you want your church to
grow? What are some unhealthy factors that can lie behind a growth
momentum? Does God necessarily call every church to numerical
growth?
The heart of the book, chapters 6 and 7, contrasts the ministry
coach and solo caregiver styles of ministry, explains why the solo
caregiver mentality is usually a fundamental obstacle to most church
growth and health, and offers you guidance to assess your leadership
gifts and style.
Then come several illustrations of what the role of coaching could
look like in your ministry (chapter 8), especially as it relates to certain conflicts in the church. You will also understand how the co
dependency and recovery movement is linked to the solo caregiver’s
dilemma (chapter 9).
The rest of the book shows how to break specific growth barriers. What are the keys to breaking the 200 barrier (chapter 10), the
400 barrier (chapter 11), and the 800 barrier (chapter 12)? These
are not numerical barriers so much as general sizes when certain
patterns and scales need to change if a church is to meaningfully
care for more souls.
The final chapter (chapter 13) points you to the ministry paradigm
of the future. It explains why certain churches experience phenomenal
conversion growth and wholehearted discipleship. It shows how to
build these essential components into your church right now so as
to lay the foundation for unimpeded growth in the future.
Maybe Your Situation Is Different
Whatever size church you now serve, chances are that numerous
growth opportunities are present but overlooked. After a career of
consulting across dozens of denominations, I have yet to be in a
church where more growth opportunity is not present than the church
is willing to respond to.
24
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What Can This Book Do for You?

Church growth is like planted grass. If you stand on the seeded
bed, the new green shoots do not have a chance. But give them water
and light, and they will grow naturally in most cases.
Does that analogy seem too simplistic? I believe
I have yet to be in
it describes what God wants to do for His church.
a church where
He wants to build it in such a way that not even the
more growth
gates of hell can block its expansion (Matt. 16:18).
Could it be that we are so accustomed to working
opportunity is not
with bonsai trees that we have lost sight of and hope
present than the
for ongoing, unstunted growth? Could we church
church is willing
leaders, like a dynasty of gardeners, be part of an
to respond to.
ongoing tradition that twists, bruises, pinches, and
clips the roots of our churches so as to prevent their
being overtaken by growth? Maybe, despite our intentions otherwise,
we do so without even realizing it.
Barriers to growth can usually be resolved. The key issue at your
church is probably not a stubborn deacon or even a perennially unmet
church budget. Instead, it is probably the lack of a workable set of
values to overcome certain obstacles in ministry. This looks like a
clear case of “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”
The first people to deal with in the chain of change are the ministers, because they set a pace that either assures nongrowth or permits
growth.
Are You a Solo Caregiver or a Ministry Coach?
As with the medical teams described earlier, the needs around you
are of such tremendous proportions that all systems of care can be
completely overwhelmed. Hurting people are in such abundance
that they can almost drive you to sleeplessness.
The typical response to widespread need is what this book will
call solo caregiving. This style of caring makes the pastor available
as the primary caregiver to everyone who will respond.
25
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By contrast, just as the more realistic and practical scenario for
the second doctor in the earthquake zone was to teach people mutual
self-care, you, too, must attend to the management dimension. This
style of caring is what I will call coaching.3
To become a ministry coach you learn to do more than offer empathetic responses to human need. You also acknowledge certain
realities, such as knowing you cannot deliver help to all people at
the levels they require. Instead, you must take a more empowering
and conceptual view of things (as explained in chapters 6 through
9), which in the long run is not only most loving but is the perspective Jesus exemplified.
In short, I suggest a changed paradigm for church leadership.
You must shift from trying to do all the caring, which often means
you do it yourself, to seeing to it that people get cared for, which
means you develop and manage a system of caregiving that will
include as many of your church’s lay leaders as possible (see Figure 1, p. 29).
The principles in this book do not require that you abandon your
caregiving skills. You will model giving care so your skills will be
used with double effect. Follow these principles and adopt a new
perspective on shepherding, one that shepherds other shepherds in
your congregation, and you will enable an entire ranch to be shepherded. You will learn to whom you should make yourself available
as a primary caregiver and how you can best allocate the time and
energy you put into hands-on ministry.
This rancher outlook (which this book often calls a caregiving
coach) is taught by a number of leadership mentors. Although their
terminology may vary, a unifying theme runs through each of the
following:
Growth barriers are usually broken when the pastor dreams a bigger
dream. . . . The problem with most pastors is that they don’t dream
big enough. . . . What you have to do is allow it to grow by giving it
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the right environment. . . . Your church is not going to go to the next
level until you do.
Bill Easum and Bill Cornelius,
Go Big: Lead Your Church to Explosive Growth4
Growth, evangelism and the expansion of the church depend as
much on a leader’s ability to develop an expansive infrastructure
as on any other factor except prayer. . . . The church that grows
beyond the 200 barrier is the church that decides to minister to its
people in a comprehensive organization rather than a family-type
fellowship.
Bill M. Sullivan,
Ten Steps to Breaking the 200 Barrier5
Church growth cannot be sustained unless the laity are mobilized
to fulfill their distinctive ministries both in the church and in the
world. . . .
In a small church of up to say 65, the management style of the
leader will probably be at the level of foreman. . . . He is available to
be personally involved in every task which comes to hand.
In churches with a membership of between 66 and 150, the most
frequently encountered leadership level is that of supervisor. . . . He
is on hand to deal with an emergency and resolve any difficulties
which may arise. Church ministers who operate in this way have their
phones constantly ringing, or find people forever at the door. . . . The
leader has to change his management style to middle management
level to get far into the 151–450 member bracket. Middle management
involves delegation with accountability. When people are invited to
undertake some responsibilities in the church, they are given appropriate decision-making power. . . .
The church with more than 450 members . . . needs top-level management skills to weld his professional team together. . . .
When a church tops the 1,000 membership mark . . . the presiding minister . . . functions as chairman of the board. He dreams his

27
Carl F. George and Warren Bird, How to Break Growth Barriers
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1993, 2017. Used by permission.

_George_HowToBreakGrowthBarriers_LS_djm.indd 27

12/29/16 8:32 AM

Identify Your Vision

dreams, formulates his plans, and excites others with the vision of
his perceptions of where the church could be five years hence.
Eddie Gibbs,
I Believe in Church Growth6
There is very persuasive evidence that suggests that: (1) the normal
historical pressures on the pastor, especially in smaller congregations and in new missions, tend to cause him to accept a shepherd
role; (2) if the pastor of a new mission accepts the shepherd role in
the early years of the new mission, attendance probably will level
off at an average of less than one hundred . . . ; (3) the churches that
continue to increase in size year after year tend to have rancher-style
ministers as their pastors; (4) small congregations and many of the
congregations that are declining in size tend to have shepherd-style
pastors; and (5) after a congregation has experienced being served by
a shepherd-style minister the members often resist, oppose, or resent
a minister who seeks to function in a rancher-style role.
In simple language it appears that one reason approximately onehalf of all the congregations in American Protestantism average fewer
than 75 at the principal weekly worship service is the combination
of the traditional image of the role of the pastor with the normal
institutional and personal pressures that cause the minister to function as a shepherd. . . . The shepherd role . . . tends to inhibit the
evangelistic outreach of those congregations.
Lyle E. Schaller,
Survival Tactics in the Parish7
Two leadership style shifts are required for breaking the “125 Barrier.”
Shift #1: The pastor must shift from establishing deep one-to-one relationships to establishing group relationship. . . . Shift #2: The pastor
must shift from being a foreman to being a supervisor. An effective
supervisor delegates responsibility. . . . Growing past the “125 barrier”
requires a shift from “doing it all yourself” to “getting others involved.”
Harry H. Fowler,
Breaking Barriers of New Church Growth8
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Figure 1
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The most formidable obstacle to growth that I know of is a pastor who
thinks negatively and who is pessimistic about growth opportunities
in the community. Such a pastor generally feels that the basic task of
the church is to care for those sheep already in the fold rather than
to concentrate on winning lost sheep and constantly incorporating
new ones into the flock. . . .
If the first vital sign of a growing church is a pastor who is using
God-given gifts to lead the church into growth, the second is a wellmobilized laity. . . .
In a smaller church of up to 200 members the pastor can do all
the work, and many do. But such a church will not be able to grow
past that point without lay ministry.
Pastors of growing churches, whether they be large or small, know
how to motivate their laypeople, how to create structures which permit them to be active and productive, and how to guide them into
meaningful avenues of Christian service.
Peter Wagner,
Your Church Can Grow9
No church can grow beyond the ability of the pastoral leader to delegate responsibilities to staff and lay ministers. . . . Lay ministers must
become a mobilized force in the church if significant growth is to
occur. . . . The pastor in a growing church is always a central figure,
but he is careful to surround himself with gifted, responsible, workoriented laypersons who function as lay ministers.
Charles Chaney and Ron Lewis,
Design for Church Growth10
What got your church to where it is will not get it to where you want
it to be. . . . Larger churches are not just bigger versions of smaller
churches; in reality they are an entirely different entity that requires
different operational procedures.
Gary L. McIntosh,
Taking Your Church to the Next Level:
What Got You Here Won’t Get You There11
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Just how many sheep can one shepherd know, feed, love, protect,
and direct? New Testament evidence abounds that a plurality of elders existed in cities where churches were established. . . . If properly
decentralized . . . lay ministers are considered the “nervous system”
of the church. They show concern to the families of the church and
serve as a communication line concerning illness, bereavement, and
joyful occasions among the members. They also seek to encourage
each member to participate fully in the church’s programs. Among
many churches this practical implementation of the “shepherd-sheep”
concept is taking on a greater importance.
Elmer Towns, John Vaughan, and David Seifert,
The Complete Book of Church Growth12

Do you see the common thread in what these growth specialists all say? Effective leaders accomplish the work through others.
The task is too great for one person. It is more important for the
leader of a growing church to produce other leaders than to perform personal ministry. The irony is
Effective leaders
that caring ministry is always better modeled than
accomplish the
assigned. It is not a question of either/or (“shall
they care or should I care?”) but rather of both/and
work through
(“when I demonstrate care, they can care better by
others. The task
following my example”).
is too great for
All pastors and lay leaders who grasp this concept
one person.
and act on it will find the scope of their ministry
broadened. Many may gain insight into certain
long-standing patterns of personal codependency (to be discussed
in chapter 9). Still others will discover a delightful liberation from
the “oughts” of false guilt.
The ideas in this book, which I believe are both grounded in Scripture and sensitive to what the Holy Spirit wants to do in our time,
are tools that will help us evangelize and disciple our cities and
towns beyond our wildest imaginations. Follow-up gaps will be filled.
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Identify Your Vision

Alienation and despair will be transformed into hope, faith, and
love. And broken families will be rebuilt as people are reparented
in the context of spiritual kinship groups.
My hope also is that readers will understand why Jesus urges them
to focus their prayers not merely on the harvest nor on themselves
as ministers but on the leadership-formation issue: that the Lord of
the harvest will “send out workers into his harvest field” (Matt. 9:38).
Are you ready for such a challenge?

FOR FURTHER THOUGHT
1. Of the two medical team leaders described, whose vision and
management style is most similar to yours? Where does the
analogy break down in your situation?
2. In your church experience, would you say the coaching style
or the solo caregiver style is more predominant? Why? What
factors influence churches to desire shepherds who do all the
caring themselves versus those who develop other caregivers?
3. What is the main purpose and message of this book? Which
chapter appears to be most relevant for you?
4. Of the different writers quoted in this chapter, who spoke most
pointedly to you?
5. Based on your knowledge of Scripture, what teachings and
illustrations come to mind that support a solo caregiver perspective of leadership? A coach perspective?
6. Put check marks in front of your three areas of greatest strength.
Put asterisks in front of the three that probably need the most
improvement.
FF

Knowing God’s vision for your church (ch. 2).

FF

Communicating vision to your church (ch. 3).
32

Carl F. George and Warren Bird, How to Break Growth Barriers
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1993, 2017. Used by permission.

_George_HowToBreakGrowthBarriers_LS_djm.indd 32

12/29/16 8:32 AM

What Can This Book Do for You?

Detecting vision limiters in your church (ch. 2).
FF Practicing a prayer life that is open to vision (ch. 2).
FF Understanding the sources of growth in your church (ch. 4).
FF Being willing to ask God if He has a greater agenda for
your church than you do (ch. 5).
FF Viewing the coaching ministry style as a more effective
disciple-making strategy than the solo caregiver style (ch. 6).
FF Identifying ways that you behave like a solo caregiver (chs.
6 and 7).
FF Identifying ways that you behave like a coach to others
(chs. 6 and 7).
FF Dealing with difficult groups in your church (ch. 8).
FF Understanding how your upbringing and personal co
dependencies affect your ministry (chs. 8 and 9).
FF Developing a specific strategy to break current numeric
growth barriers (chs. 10, 11, and 12).
FF Developing a long-range plan designed to prevent your
church from becoming less caring as it grows larger (ch. 13).
FF
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