The Life Cycle of a Congregation
EPAI: The Gene Structures of the Congregation
These four factors – Energy, Program, Administration and Inclusion – can be considered the gene structures of the congregation that combine differently in each stage of its life cycle.

· The “E” factor – energizing function. It is predominant early in the development of the congregation. It includes such things as vision and hope, excitement and enthusiasm, and a sense of potency and potentiality. By itself, it has an undifferentiated quality like that of an excited infant whose arms and legs flail around in all directions.

· The “P” factor – specific programs and services undertaken by the congregation in response to the needs of its own membership, of its environment, or the ministry mandates of the broader church that it supports. The congregation with a highly developed “P” factor corresponds to the “Body of Christ” image. “P” is located in externals and may cause excitement with the congregation.

· The “A” factor – how the administration of the congregation developed in the rational domain of the corporate organism. It spells out the conscious intentionality of the congregation in the form of mission statements, goals, objectives, budgets, and planning. It determines how the human and material resources of the congregation can be used most efficiently and effectively in the offering of programs and services, which it deems important in actualizing the vision and fulfilling its mission. The “A” factor serves the functions of coordination and integration.

· The “I” factor – inclusion and relates to both individuals and groups within and outside of the congregation.  A high “I” congregation tends to image itself as a “Fellowship of Saints” and its members tend to be drawn by the compassionate and open style of Christ’s ministry as depicted in St Luke’s Gospel.

Genes and Stages
· Two phases characterize the life cycle of a congregation: growth and decline. 

· Figure #1 shows how each stage is related to the life cycle.
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· Growth and decline progress from stage to stage.

· Development and decline do not progress uninterruptedly from stage to stage;. Movement from one stage to another is marked by a cyclical process of dying and rising again, in which the ”E” forces predominate in the growth phase and the “A” forces in the decline phase.
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· Growth may be aborted and decline may be arrested at any stage in their respective cybernetics. Growth may be aborted by succumbing to the seductive forces of presumption (“that couldn’t happen to us”) or despair (burnout).
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· Decline may be arrested by tapping again the life sources inherent in the birth story of the congregation or in discovering a new session of mission in a changed context. Life threatening occasions are often the occasions for rebirth or rediscovery
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· The cyclical process involved in movement from stage to stage contains the tasks of implementing, evaluating, envisioning, and planning.
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· It is impossible to find a perfect type – a congregation whose characteristics match those of a particular stage of development perfectly. Change XE "Change"  is the only constant.

Life Cycles of the Congregation
· Birth: Epai – the occasion for a birth from “the way things are” and a new sense of purpose and mission.

· Infancy: EpaI – inherits a high level of enthusiasm but develops a strong need for survival.  This is why inclusion is so important for the congregation.

· Adolescence: EPaI – The development of specific programs and services for the members and for the broader community signals the onset of Adolescence. The congregation focuses on the requirements of programs and services at the expense of people needs.

· Prime: EPAI – Everything is in balance in the congregation.

· Maturity: ePAI – It is “settled” in its policies, programs, and procedures, receiving new ideas with little enthusiasm or criticism. It has a high regard for the tried and the true.  More attention is given to membership retention than to new member acquisition and development.

· Aristocracy: epAI – The momentum of past program development has begun to wane and its effects are seen in a reduced number of programs and services offered and services offered and a fewer number of people availing themselves of  worship, church school, etc. Relationships have become closed and exclusive. It becomes a matter of whose in and whose out. 

· Bureaucracy: epAi – It has degenerated into a distrust of the other. Protecting one’s turf is important. Blaming the other comes into play.

· Death – The skeleton of the congregation outlasts the congregation. They remember the good old days.
Excerpted from Martin F. Saarinen. The Life Cycle of a Congregation. Alban, 2001 revised edition. Used with permission.
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