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Where does the Microchurch 
movement find itself?

What is the overarching narrative of the microchurch movement in the West?
Where are we now? What is the next chapter? 
What are the current shared barriers/pain points that these microchurch
movements are experiencing? 
Where do we see the Spirit birthing solutions to these challenges? How do we
apply and scale these solutions?

Context 
In 2022, Leadership Network (LN) convened a Learning Community of leading
microchurch practitioners and thought leaders. The goal of this community was
to catalyze and collate the biblical, missiological and cultural learnings of the
microchurch movement in order to help current and future microchurch leaders
in the West. LN asked Catapult to help design and facilitate these events, as well
as harvest, synthesize and disseminate the findings.

Format
The Mircochurch Learning Community, with representatives from 14 different
microchurch networks across the United States, gathered three times to explore
the following three questions:

Focus
1.

2.

3.

Findings
This resource is a collation of our learnings around the first two questions: 1).
How did we get here? 2). What are the barriers we are currently facing?

Part 1 illustrates the answer to the first question using  a Metanarrative Map that 
 charts the major forces, events, thought leadership and movements that shaped
the microchurch movement over the last few decades.  Part 2 addresses each
barrier microchurch network practitioners are currently facing.

https://leadnet.org/
https://wearecatapult.org/
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1

How did
we get
here?



Gospel in a 
Pluralist Society 
by Newbiggin

1988
Experiencing God hops 
across denominations

Purpose Driven 
Church Workshops

Willow Creek 
Association Founded

1995
Toronto 

Blessing begins
Internet reaches 

tipping point

CCDA 
gains traction

Missional Church 
by Guder

Delirious? album King of 
Fools signals modern 
worship movement

X

2000

Early Missional 
Community pioneers

Non-Denominational 
Networks take off

Purpose Driven Life 
becomes bestseller

Emergent 
Church splash

9/11

X

Microchurch Metanarrative Formation Map

Influential rise of 
Global Leadership Summit 

Church Growth 
conferences of all 

shapes and sizes pop up 

Chapter 1: Rise of the 
Church Growth Model

Chapter 2: Proliferation 
of Church Growth Model



2006

Irresistible Revolution 
& Neo-Monasticism

Young, Restless and 
Reformed Movement 

takes shape

Exponential 
Conference starts

The Forgotten Ways by 
Hirsch & Frost

First SOMA 
School launched

Tangible Kingdom 
by Halter & Smay

Reveal Study 
(Willow Creek)

iPhone 
launches X

2010

Missional Thinkers hit 
the "Conference Circuit"

Tampa 
Underground

Rise and Fall 
of 3DM

Implosion of high 
profile church leaders 

(2013 - today)

“Missional” gets co-opted into 
programmatic church model

Chapter 3: 
Adolescence of Missional

Chapter 2 continued...

VERGE Conference 
starts, concludes, 

turns into ecourses

Growing influence of 
Future Traveler Cohorts

Organic Church by 
Neil Cole

Megachurches go 
all-in on Multi-site



2015

Ashley Madison leak includes 
high number of pastors

2016 election 
season and 

solidification of 
Trumpism with 

evangelicals

Ongoing US 
Racial reckoning

Microchurches 
book releases

2020

COVID outbreak

Election season 
and ensuing chaos

January 6 
Insurrection

First Microchurch 
Conference

KC Underground 
Hub Launch Cohort

Continued 
winnowing church 

attendance

X

#MeToo & 
#ChurchToo 
movements

Chapter 4: 
Collapse & Catalyst

FUTURE
X

First Movement 
Leaders Collective

Great Resignation & Quiet 
Quitting among pastors



Chapter 1: Rise of Church Growth
During this period a few churches experimented with simple business
practices and applied them to church structure and systems  that
culminated in a programmatic church growth "playbook."

Chapter 2: Proliferation of Church Growth
The principles and practices of a few churches gained widespread
traction as they produced resources, shared stories, led workshops and
conferences. The programmatic church growth operating system
started to become the default for the North American church.

Chapter 3: Adolescence of Missional
While the first cracks begin to emerge in the church growth facade, a
few thought leaders and practitioners began the missional conversation
in earnest. Pioneering ways of church planting, mobilizing disciples and
new measurements for success began to pop up on the fringes.

Chapter 4: Collapse and Catalyst
The "Missional Conversation" became co-opted by the church growth
mindset while tumultuous political and social upheaval drove everyday
tension and conversation on social media. With the outbreak of COVID
and the widespread distrust of leadership, programmatic churches took
a hit. Meanwhile, Microchurch networks surged and multiplied.



Part
2

What 
are the 
 barriers?



This first barrier is a combination of several factors that criss-cross and are very difficult to
disentangle. These factors are: leadership development, generational disciple-making and
moving to (and beyond) second generation multiplication of microchurches.

Introductory Thoughts
To understand the significance of these barriers, one must first understand that microchurches
emerge from disciple-making. The networks in the room have a shared commitment to kick start
a pure missionary endeavor via ordinary people who are planting the gospel and making new
disciples among unreached pockets of people. The clear priority is to decrease lostness through
disciple-making.

The  movements in this learning community do not focus on “attract and assimilate” strategies
because microcurches are not made up of Christians attending a weekend service who are being
“assimilated” into small groups. Although meeting around Scripture, prayer and a shared meal
are regular rhythms, the end goal is not a “service” or “meeting” in a home (or at a second or third
space). The end goal is a new expression of the church  living as a family on mission and owning
that mission of Jesus in a network of relationships. 

In the next few paragraphs, we will share the story of how multi-generational disciple-making
leads to multiple generations of microchurches and where the first two barriers “interrupt” the
story.

First Generation
The first generation of microchurches consists of ordinary people who are planted among
unreached pockets of people. As they are equipped to live incarnationally in that context,
relationships deepen and shared life increases. Small talk turns to meaningful conversations that 
 lead to explicit gospel conversations because these ordinary folks have been equipped to be on
mission in everyday spaces. Those everyday missionaries plant the gospel and make new
disciples. As disciples are added, a new spiritual family emerges around the person of Jesus and
his mission. In other words, a microchurch is formed. 

Barrier #1: 

Leadership
Development &
Multiplication



Every participating network has seen this beautiful story repeated time and again. The 
 cumulative number is approximately 1000 + microchurches that have emerged.   

At this point we are past the "Proof of Concept" stage in the microchurch movement in America 
 so that "ordinary" people can participate in multiplication.  

Second Generation
Healthy microchurches reproduce in the second generation as family members build credibility in
other proximate relational networks. They begin to make disciples in those new networks and,  as
a result, new microchurches emerge from the harvest. The first family has reproduced another
and they are sent and celebrated!  

This is a beautiful story that the 14 microchurch networks represented in this learning community
are seeing happen in the West. However, this is happening at a significantly lower rate than the
first generation.  

Third and Fourth Generations….and Beyond
The practitioners of this learning community agree that God’s dream is to see a "family of
families" that reproduces to the third and fourth generation. In 2Timothy 2:2 we see a minimum of
four generations represented:

             And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable
             people who will also be qualified to teach others.  

Disciple-making movements and church planting movements around the world often see 10 or
more generations in their microchurch movements being fueled by multi-generational disciple-
making that has gone significantly beyond that number of generations. Some of the participating 
 networks have examples of third and fourth generations while others have more than seven.
However, this is rare because most find themselves “stuck” at the first or second generation.  

There was a general agreement that this is a significant barrier in the West that will require
additional insight, experimentation and equipping so that breakthrough beyond the second 
 generation becomes the new normal.  

Microchurch multiplication is inextricably linked to multiplicative disciple-making and leadership.
Leadership is the fruit of healthy multiplicative and transformative disciple-making. The solutions
to these two challenges/barriers must be addressed together. 



Another dimension of leadership development and multiplicative disciple-making that the 
 participants observed as a significant barrier is the emotional health of the microchurch and
network leaders.   

Many people who are experiencing stress, trauma or mental illness will often turn to their
microchurch leader and family first. We agree that this is God’s design for his family to experience  
healing and wholeness through the tangible One Another Commands in the New Testament. The
church is most embodied at the smallest level, not the largest. An extended spiritual family with
Jesus at the center can be a greenhouse where disciples find the relational, emotional, spiritual,
physical and intellectual nutrients needed to  thrive- not just to survive (Ephesians 1:3-10). We
have all been broken in a family- we need to be healed in a family.  

However, with the tsunami-size waves of emotional turbulence in our post-COVID, politically-
charged and highly-divided environment, the likelihood of burnout and divisiveness is very high.
Therefore, leaders must be attentive to their own emotional health. They must also be very
attentive to the emotional health of the microchurch family they lead because the challenges are
overwhelming. Leader capacity building is crucial so creative solutions are being explored due to
the lack of professional training in areas like mental health.  

Finally, the network leaders bear the heavy burden of the stress, trauma, and emotional
turbulence as they seek to equip and serve their leaders. More than one network leader honestly
and respectfully shared “war stories” of pain, loss, and division that have emerged. This is a
poignant moment in the microchurch movement in the West as a priority must be placed on the
integration of emotional health into the discipleship and development of every leader. 

Barrier #2: 

Emotional
Health of
Leaders



It is clear that the old financial model of simply depending on charitable giving and support
raising limits Kingdom impact. Non-traditional financial approaches are being explored that 
 would enable microchurch movements to expanded missional impact and financial viability
simultaneously.  

Network leaders are asking questions like, “What are the alternative models for income
generation? How do we assess our readiness for these alternative models based on a realistic
evaluation of current assets and viable opportunities? How do we begin implementation and
iteration?” 

There is a clear need to help apostolic leaders build Kingdom ecosystems that combine enterprise
and mission into movements.

This innovation is still in its infancy. While there Is proof of concept for microchurches in general,
sustainable economic models that flourish in a wide variety of contexts has yet to appear. 

Barrier #3: 

Financial
Sustainability 


