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Resource from the Parish Development Team

Becoming a Healthy Church

The Healthy Churches’ programme supports a church in its journey of discipleship and discovery as it seeks to be church better: to more fully express the life of Christ in and through the life of the church.

There are seven marks of a healthy church; they express the nature, priorities, values and character of Christ. A healthy church:

1. Energized by faith

2. Outward looking focus

3. Seeks to find out what God wants

4. Faces the cost of change and growth

5. Operates as a community

6. Makes room for all

7. Does a few things and does them well

The first two marks focus on our fundamental relationships: with God and with the world around us. They echo the two great commandments – to love God and to love others, all of whom God loves as much as He loves us.

The third and fourth marks speak of our costly calling in following Christ as His disciples, as we struggle with the changing of our hearts and minds in becoming His and as we share with each other our brokenness before God.

The fifth, sixth and seventh marks highlight the church as a living community of faith – a living demonstration of the Kingdom of God, expressed in and through relationships, with church and community as one.

1. A healthy church is energized by faith

At the heart of healthy churches and their members is a real awareness of the presence, the goodness and the love of God. 

Whilst all the marks are important this one rightly stands at the head of the list. All the other marks flow from this one mark.

In a church energized by faith you will see:

· the worship and sacramental life moves people to experience God’s love.

· the real desire of these churches comes from a desire to serve God and one another.

· such churches engage creatively with scripture 

· help each other to tell their stories and to reflect on their own experiences of the reality and grace of God in their lives

· experience the presence and the love of God in worship

· nurtures faith in Christ

2. A healthy church has an outward looking focus

It is God’s love for all His creation, for all people, that motivates outward-looking churches in the whole of their living. They are churches with a ‘whole of life’ rather than a ‘church life’ concern. They embody the truth we must stop starting with the church.

They are churches which:

· are deeply rooted in the local community and its people

· listen to what the community and its people are saying

· are passionate about justice and peace, locally and globally 

· makes connections with faith and daily living

· equip people to live their faith in the whole of life, in the everyday of their Monday to Saturday lives

· seek out where God is already working in the local community and join in

For the vast majority of us, our ministry lies in the everyday. It is as we meet Christ in the people around us in our ordinary lives and as our faith guides us to serve Him and them in the ordinary that we are ‘being church’.

3. A healthy church seeks to find out what God wants 

It is God who sets the agenda of a healthy church – sometimes disturbingly so. It was His church long before it was ever ‘my church’ or ‘our church’.

A healthy church:

· seeks to explore what God wants it to be and do. This applies to both individuals and the wider church

· seeks God’s guidance before taking on or rejecting a particular task 

· develops and communicates a shared sense of where they are going

· set immediate and longer-term goals of mission

· develops a shared vision and is effective at communicating that sense of where it is going

· dares to stop doing things to make room for God’s priorities

· make sacrifices, personal and corporate, in living out God’s will

The sense of vocation, of God’s call in individuals and in the church, is rooted in personal and corporate prayer and in attentive conversation.

This and the seventh mark (doing the few things God wants and doing them well) work together – when a church takes time to discern God’s will, it will be enabled to do the few things well rather than expending energy on less significant activity.

4. A healthy church faces the cost of change and growth

Healthy churches experience change as changes of the heart and mind, rather than simply a change of organisation or activities. Despite their pain, uncertainty and conflict these churches stay faithful to the costly call to follow Christ.

They are churches which:

· take considered risks when faced with hard choices or painful truths

· dares to take on new ways of doing things

· admit when things are not working and learn from the experience

· respond creatively to challenges to the church and the community 

· affirm positive experiences of change and build on them

· recognise and support people in the church and the parish for whom the cost of change and growth is high

A healthy church is evidenced by its willingness and capacity to face uncomfortable truths and real obstacles as they discern the will of God.

5. A healthy church operates as a community

It is not just faith in God which sustains growing churches but the reality and strength of wide, generous and honest relationships too. Healthy churches are not clubs created for the good of their members. Rather they are churches which:

· value each person as the person they are and value their uniqueness

· nurture personal relationships, often in small groups, so that people accept each other as they are and help one another to grow in faith and service

· involve a wide range of people in the life of the church

· draw lay people and the ordained to work as one to develop appropriate expressions of all seven marks

· enable the ministry of the whole church and celebrate the gifts and ministry of all

· express the different gifts, experiences and faith journeys of all in the life of the church and the wider community

Jesus lived much of his life with outsiders. Many of the gospel stories are about those outside, and often it is through them that the love and work of God are disclosed and the community enriched.

6. A healthy church makes room for all

Growing churches are inclusive rather than exclusive and help people to encounter God, not just join the church. They have developed the ability to incorporate people ‘not like us’. In reaching out to all, healthy churches:

· work to incorporate newcomers into the life of the church

· expect to be changed by those they welcome

· adapt to ensure children and young people belong, can contribute and can nurture the church in faith

· encourage enquirers to explore what faith in Christ means

· respond to all who want to explore and experience faith in Christ

· value diversity in social and cultural backgrounds, physical and mental abilities, and age

Churches able to embrace a rich diversity are more likely to grow simply because there are more doors through which people can enter the life of the church and through which fresh air can flow from outside.

7. A healthy church does a few things and does them well.

Growing churches are focused rather than frenetic – they are content to be doing God’s will and do not try to do too much. This is where seeking to find out what God wants (the third mark) bears divine fruit. Healthy churches:

· do the basics well – in worship, in care for people and the community and in stewardship. 

· encourage people to do what they do for the love of God
· make sense of life and speak of faith through their baptisms, marriages and funerals 

· practise being good news by how they are church, in their life as a church and in their ways of working

· have faced up to letting go in order to do just those few things that God wants

· enjoy what they do and are relaxed about what is not being done

Healthy churches live out a faith that is real to them and shapes what they do and how they do it. Whatever they do, they intend it for the love of God.
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