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BH Review: Hirsch is a prophet to our times, forcing the church to wrestle with the key questions 

pertaining to our survival, and reason for existing.  Although this book is more practical than his 

first (Shaping of the Things to Come), he sticks with practical principles and abstains from concrete 

suggestions.  His repetitive and scattered approach to writing makes this a tough read, but well 

worth the effort. 

 

Setting the Scene 

Hirsch begins with a testimony of his early missional church innovations in South Melbourne, 

Australia.  They sought to establish relationships, and then churches, in five key demographics that 

normally aren’t in churches.  Some succeed amazingly well, some failed, but the successful ones 

eventually lost their edge as middle-class transfer growth looking for the hip thing came in mass and 

ended up setting the atmosphere more than the drug addicts and prostitutes. 

 

Churches look like they only have one arrow in their quiver.  Only 12% of the Australians and 35% 

of Americans report an attraction to conventional forms of church, yet 95% of evangelical churches 

fight for this same slice of pie by striving for excellence in conventional models.  Who’s going to do 

something new to reach the rest?   

 

Sometimes making better programs to serve church members and attract people with a disposition 

toward church does little more than encourage consumerism.  

 

Hirsch rehashes the history and death of “Christendom” (see book notes on Hirsch’s Shaping of 

Things to Come).  One of his major conclusions is that new models of church need to reverse the 

80:20 rule.  He encourages legitimatizing whatever little cluster of people forms out of an outreach 

by giving them the label of being their own “church.” 

 

Hirsch is not saying traditional and contemporary modes of church are bad or that they have not 

served a purpose, but he is saying they are on the verge of being outdated and needed to reinvent 

themselves if they are to achieve the missional purposes of Jesus amongst those who don’t know 

him. 

 

Create Missional Communities, not Attractional Churches 

The mission involves sending more than attracting.  In other words, bring the church to their turf, 

instead of asking them to come to ours.  Incarnate the church amongst the groupings of culture.  

We need to stop asking them to leave their group and join ours. 

 



We need APEST leadership –Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, Shepherds, Teachers.  S & E are 

maintenance roles, and they are the only roles employed by the typical church.  We need the APE’s 

to guide us into new things.  A lot of parachurch ministries began because we kicked out the APE’s. 

 

Gibbs & Bolger site the following characteristics of missional churches: 

• Identifying primarily with 

Jesus 

• Transforming secular space 

• Living as community 

• Welcoming the stranger 

• Serving with generosity 

• Participating as producers 

• Creating as created beings 

• Leading as a body 

• Praying “Thy will be done” 

 

Gerard Kelly says experimental groups seeking to engage the postmodern culture will lack the 

resources and numerical success of Boomer congregations.  “They are new, untried, relatively 

disorganized and fearful of self-promotion.”  Nonetheless, Kelly believes these fledging groups are 

the future of Christianity, largely based on the number of sincere Christians who have been alienated 

from current expressions of church – 111 million worldwide as of 2001. (69-71) 

 

Creating Movements, not Home Bases 

Traditional and contemporary forms of churches are not conducive to a rapid spreading movement.  

We’re in even bigger trouble if the answer is to produce mega churches. Buildings, budgets, and 

professionals are tough to produce.  If Southern Baptists are any indication, 96% of church in 

America will never plant another.  Small, mobile, innovative, decentralized leadership is an 

environment and methodology at which apostles will shine their brightest. 

 

Always remember that your medium is your message.  What message is sent by church buildings, 

professional clergy, and programming that serves every stage of life? 

 

Characteristics of Movements according to Howard Snyder (Wesleyan) (193) 

1. Thirst for Renewal (Holy Discontent) 

2. New Stress on Holy Spirit Work 

3. Institutional-Charismatic Tension (Old Systems are Questioned) 

4. Hopes of being a Countercultural/Radical Community 

5. Nontraditional or Nonordained Leadership (No Status, Just Spiritual Authority, Women are 

noticeably more active in movements) 

6. Ministry to the Poor (Movements catch first on Society Fringes) 

7. Energy and Dynamism (Ability to Enlist others) 

 

Characteristics of a Movement according to Gerlach & Hine (Sociologists) (193-194) 

1. Small/Cellular Communities 

2. Face-to-Face Peer Recruitment 

3. A Commitment Experience Separating you from the Old (ex: Baptism) 

4. Articulated Ideology of Values/Goals 



5. Real or Perceived Opposition by Society 

 

How to kill a movement with institutionalism according to Harvard’s David K. Hurst (194-195) 

1. Mission becomes Strategy 

2. Roles become Tasks 

3. Teams become Structures 

4. Networks become Organizations 

5. Recognition become Compensation 

 

Distill the message of Jesus into something sneezable – profound, simple, easy to pass along.  In 

first century Christianity, it was “Jesus is Lord.”  Hirsch suggests we create our sneezable message 

with christo-centric monotheism at the core.  See chart on page 96 

 

Discipleship is more important than leadership.  Make sure everyone owns and acts on the mission 

of Jesus from the get-go, not waiting for the professionals to do the work.  Training going forward 

needs to be more practiced based than knowledge based.  Don’t farm training out to the Seminaries 

– give them their theology in the context of where they will end up serving. 

 

Create Networks, not Institutions 

Build relational networks instead of institutions.  Foster cross-pollination of ideas and exploration of 

change over control/maintenance of the established order – this is “living systems theory” according 

to physicists.  The ability to survive is proportional to your ability to adapt and change. 

 

Hirsch recommends Peter Ward’s book for the theological, ecclesiological and sociological 

dimensions of networks.  Ward says we need liquid forms of church.  Don’t preserve the current 

expressions of church as though they were God ordained.  Love the church, not the form of church. 

 

Dee Hock, founder of visa, pushes for network models over institution: “Purpose and principle, 

clearly understood and articulated, and commonly shared, are the genetic code of any healthy 

organization.  To the degree that you hold purpose and principles in common among you, you can 

dispense with command and control.  People will know how to behave in accordance with them, 

and they’ll do it in thousands of unimaginable, creative ways.  The organization will become a vital, 

living set of beliefs,” (202).   

 

Dee Hock on developing networks (203): 

1. Make it adaptable and responsive to changing conditions. 

2. Cultivate equity, autonomy, and individual opportunity. 

3. Governing structure must distribute power and function to lowest levels possible. 

4. Governing structure is not a chain of command; it is a framework for dialog, deliberation, 

and coordination among equals. 

 



Manuel Castells describes the dynamics of networks requiring hubs and nodes.  Nodes connect 

sections of the population, hubs connect several nodes. (203-204) 

 

Communitas, not Community 

We have moved from “me for the community and the community for the world” to a middle class 

consumerist stance of seeking “the community for me.”  Middle class mentality is preoccupied with 

safety and security, especially for the sake of our kids.  Consumerist mentality is preoccupied with 

comfort and convenience.   

 

We need, as Victor Turner calls it, Liminality to create Communitas – his coined words for the type 

of community depth that only happens in overcoming a crisis situation.  We see communitas 

happening in liminality situations of disasters relief, short term mission, team sports, community 

projects/activism, etc…  In many respects, the church always ought to be in a state of crisis until the 

work of Jesus is complete. Instead of engaging the dangers of the mission for Jesus, many churches 

however are doing little more than creating reflective soul-space for people trying to recuperate from 

overly busy, consumerist lifestyles. 


