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A new member of your church has asked to meet you for
lunch. After some small talk, he looks you in the eye and says, �My
wife and I want to do something for the church. We�d like to donate
one million dollars.�

Did I hear that right? One million dollars? 

�Excuse me?� is the best response you can offer.

Again he says, �We�d like to give the church one million dollars. The
only thing we ask . . .� 

Oh no, here come the attached strings . . .

�. . . is that you put the money toward what you know will result in
the greatest kingdom impact. We want you to guarantee that people
far from God will be found and that the found will grow in their love
for God and other people.�

A thousand ideas run through your head. With that kind of money,
you could do just about anything and everything you can think of�
buy land, build buildings, hire staff, pay down debt, fund mission
trips, launch a regional campus. 

ARE YOU REALLY MAKING 
A DIFFERENCE?

guarantee

1
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God—and 

God alone—

changes a

human life. 
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It would be great if you could look your new friend in the eye and say,
�I know exactly how to invest that money to guarantee the greatest
kingdom impact.� But we all know we can�t make a guarantee like that.
The thought alone is crazy.

Because we know God�and God alone�changes a human life. As
we�re taught in Philippians 2:13, �for it is God who works in you to will
and to act according to his good purpose� (NIV). How he does that is
mysterious and unknowable. And it�s unique to every person. The way
God has worked to change my life is different than how he has worked
to change your life.

But let�s get back to the million-dollar gift. Imagine there was no
�guarantee clause� attached. What if your new friend just slid the
check across the table and said, �Invest it wisely�?

What would you do with the money?

THE BRUTAL TRUTH
If you�re like me, you would do what church leaders have been 
doing for generations: design and fund an assortment of church activ-
ities and programs that you sincerely believe will help people grow
spiritually. 

Then you�d encourage as many people as possible to get involved in
those activities and programs, believing that increased participation
means the lost are being reached and believers are growing (see Illus-
tration 1-1: �The Church Activity Model for Spiritual Growth�). And,
conversely, decreased participation means people aren�t being
reached and aren�t growing.

Why?
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But let�s stop and really think that through. Does increased atten-
dance in ministry programs automatically equate to spiritual growth?

To be brutally honest: it does not. 

Attendance numbers help you determine if people like what you are
doing. If they like what�s happening, they choose to participate. 
(Conversely, if they don�t like what�s happening, they choose not to
participate.) Maybe they like the music, or perhaps they appreciate
how you are helping their children. Maybe they are making new
friends. Perhaps they appreciate the opportunities provided to 
help others.

Illustration 1-1: Many churches work from a model similar to this: the more a person far from God 
participates in church activities, the more likely it is those activities will produce a person who loves God and
loves others.
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which produce a person who loves God and loves others.

The Church Activity Model 
for Spiritual Growth



It’s a whole

lot easier 

to count

heads than 

it is to 

measure

hearts.
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The hope is that whatever draws them in helps them to experience the
transforming power of God and as a result to grow spiritually. 

But the bottom line is that attendance numbers alone will never pro-
vide the information we need in order to know conclusively that
church activities are really helping people grow. Attendance is one
measure that something is working, but it is not the whole story. 

When it comes to numbers, we as leaders start to actually believe that
attendance is the only thing we need to look at. It becomes a simple
equation: increased attendance = people growing. 

We�re not poor leaders when we think like this; it�s just that we don�t
have any other practical way to measure growth. It�s a whole lot easier
to count heads than it is to measure heart change. Trust me, I know.

Looking back over my sixteen years on staff at Willow Creek Commu-
nity Church, I have witnessed numbers regularly increasing. I have
been part of a leadership team that has seen our church grow more
than 50 percent in attendance. Participation in small groups has
increased by 500 percent, and we have witnessed a dramatic increase
in the number of people who serve the poor. 

I see increased numbers, but I also see more than numbers. I know
that God is at work in our ministry because I see life change�and I
hear story after story about how God is using our church to make a dif-
ference in life after life.

At the end of most days, I�m excited about what I see and what I�ve
been privileged to be part of as a leader. I feel like I have followed
God�s leadings, and he has been faithful to show our team what we
should be doing. 

But then there are nights I lie in bed and I wonder. 

14

Here’s the problem.
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I wonder if we could be doing something different or better. I wonder
if we are investing people�s time and money in the most effective way.
I wonder if we�re really making a difference. And I wonder if my moti-
vation is more about seeing numbers grow and less about seeing
hearts grow. After all, if the numbers are growing, then all my hard
work and sacrifice are not in vain. 

Right?

FINDING A WAY 
TO MEASURE HEARTS

One of my kids� favorite stories (and mine too) is How the Grinch Stole
Christmas by Dr. Seuss. If you remember the story, the Grinch is a
grouch. No one really knows why he is the way he is, but the storyteller
would lead us to believe that perhaps his heart is two sizes 
too small.

How do we know that? Well, when we watch the animated movie,
there is a magic X-ray screen that shows us that indeed the Grinch�s
heart is two sizes too small. Fortunately, that�s not the end of the story.
After doing a lot of really bad stuff to the town of Whoville (and poor
Cindy Lou Who), the Grinch has a life-changing experience. We actu-
ally get to see the transformation of his heart. Thanks again to that
magic screen, we watch as the Grinch�s heart grows three sizes that
Christmas day! 

ARE YOU REALLY MAKING A DIFFERENCE?

different or better?
could we be doing something



We may 

have found 

a new tool 

to help you

get a clearer

picture of

the hearts of 

your people. 

16

REVEAL

If we had access to Dr. Seuss�s research labs, we could measure heart
change like that to really see if a person�s heart for God and others is
growing. Then we could learn what the church is doing to help the
spiritual growth process. We would have a better idea of how best to
spend our time and our resources. We would know which ministries
to start, which ones to change and which ones to shut down alto-
gether. We would know for sure if we�re really making a difference.

And we would be more confident to spend any surprise million-dollar
gifts that come our way. We might not be able to provide a guarantee
(only God can do that), but we could sleep a whole lot better at night
knowing we were wise stewards with that gift.

It is too bad that we don�t have a magic X-ray machine like that, so 
we could find out if what we�re doing as a church is really making a 
difference.

This might surprise you, but we think we might have discovered
something along these lines. No, we didn�t get access to Dr. Seuss�s
lab, but we believe we may have found a new tool that might be able to
help you get a clearer picture of the hearts of your people. 

Sound intriguing? In the pages that follow, we�ll give you some back-
ground on how we discovered this tool, and then we�ll dive in to what
we discovered as a result. Read on!


