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How healthy is our church? What does it mean to have a healthy church? No matter how strong we may think our church is, how can we make it even better, in the sense of becoming more Christ-centered, more loving, more faithful in living out our call as the Body of Christ. Several months ago, our Church Family did an evaluation through the organization Natural Church Development (NCD). This organization has surveyed over 55,000 churches, including dozens of Orthodox churches, and through a very systematic evaluation, helps churches discover their strengths and weaknesses. And through highlighting strengths and pointing out weaknesses, a Church can then take a path to becoming more vibrant, healthy and dynamic.

Yesterday, Fr. Jonathan Ivanoff, the director for Orthodox Natural Church Development, led a retreat for 25 of the leaders of this parish. Through this retreat, we learned about signs of unhealthy churches, characteristics of healthy, vibrant churches, and where our Sts. Constantine and Helen Church Family stands from the evaluation that we did.
 

In the 55,000 evaluations done by this organization, an “average” church would receive a score of 50. The lower a church scores below 50, the unhealthier the church is. The higher above 50, the healthier a church is. Interestingly enough, 70% of all the churches received a score between 35 and 65. Churches that scored above 65 are among the 15% of the “healthiest” and most vibrant churches. 

 

The great news for our Church is that we received an overall average score of 69, which places us among the top 15% of Churches! According to this evaluation, the strengths of our Church are in evangelism and outreach (82), in leadership (74), in getting people to use their various gifts in ministry (74), in having effective structures within our Church Family (73), in inspiring worship (68), and in the loving relationships people find within our community (65). All of the aspects of Church life received strong scores of 65 or higher! We want to highlight these strengths, and thank God that we have a Church Family interested in sharing the treasure of our faith with others through evangelism and outreach. We can thank God that people feel inspired during the Divine Liturgy and our other experiences of worship. I praise the Lord that people feel the love of God through the love and fellowship they experience from one another. These are all wonderful signs of how our Church Family is dynamically living up to its call as the Body of Christ.

More specifically, we received our highest scores in response to the following statements: “We encourage new members in our Church to get involved” (109), “When someone in our church does a good job, they feel appreciated” (102), “People enjoy the tasks they do in our church” (87), “Our people feel their faith stretched through the tasks they do in church” (83), “New members feel welcome and find friends in our church quickly” (80), and “People feel they connect with God in a meaningful way during our worship services” (79)

 
That is all good news for our Church Family, and I thank God for these positive results.
The two areas in which we scored the lowest, however, are aspects of our Church life in which we need to focus the most, so that we can improve our overall church health. One area was in what the evaluation called Small Group Ministry (63). Typically, people feel connected best to their faith when they are involved in small groups within the Church, groups like a Bible Study or a Prayer Group. It is often within such small groups that we learn the most about our faith, that we feel comfortable to share our struggles and challenges with one another, and in such groups we find an attentive ear and a comforting presence in our lives. It seems that a weakness in our Church is that many people don’t seem to be a part of such intimate groups. So a challenge for all of us is to see if we can develop more small and meaningful groups within the Church, and get more of our parishioners involved in such groups.
Interestingly enough, the lowest score for our Church was in Personal Spirituality (56).  Now Fr. Jonathan told us that this area was unfortunately a common weakness in many of the churches he has evaluated. Of course, the irony of such results is that personal spirituality should be one of the most important aspects of a Christian’s life. We are all called to have the mind of Christ, and through the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting and doing charitable deeds, we should be constantly growing in our understanding, commitment and love for God, and thus, in our love and dedication to one another.

Here is the area in which our Church must focus – in helping one another grow in our spiritual disciplines. Unfortunately, in the evaluation of our Church, we received our lowest scores in such areas as “Feeling comfortable in sharing our faith with others” (38), “Enjoying to read the Bible on our own” (38), “Being able to explain why we come to our worship service” (39), “Knowing that other church members pray for each other regularly” (43) and “Feeling comfortable to talk with other people about personal problems” (45).
Learning our faith, growing in our love for God, and thus, in our love for one another, and concretely sharing that divine love with the world around us is the essence of our Christian faith and identity. This should be one of our greatest strengths, not a weakness!
And yet the results of this test simply point out to us where we must struggle to improve. The Christian life is a life of repentance, which literally means a life of constantly turning back to God, getting up when we fall down and striving to turn back to God. So if personal spirituality is an area in which we need to improve, than the key is simply to focus on that area. If we don’t know the Bible well, then we must take up the challenge to start reading the Bible. If we don’t feel comfortable sharing our faith with others, than we need to ask ourselves why? Is it because we don’t know our faith well enough? Then how can we start learning our faith more, and becoming more comfortable in sharing this great treasure with others.
  

Our Church Family, as the Body of Christ, should have one central goal - to fulfill our potential and become the most vibrant, healthy, dynamic and Spirit-filled Church that we can, faithfully living in the light of Christ and sharing that light and love of Jesus with the world all around us!

 

