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Deep Structures
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A Challenge for Ecclesial Movements
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An emerging challenge for believers who work cross-culturally is 
facilitating the growth of rapidly multiplying movements towards 
Jesus. Whether these Jesus movements are “church planting move-

ments” (CPMs), or those characterized either as “disciple making movements” 
(DMMs) or “incarnational movements,” the need is to help local believers 
find structures that will continue to nurture the essential nature of ecclesia in 
their context. Movements are often hindered when an appropriate structure is 
not found. Among many people groups around the world, “. . . the very reason 
for devastatingly slow church growth is that the church has been locked into 
cultural structures which inhibit and cripple church growth.”1

As they grow, gospel movements need to develop structure that supports and 
sustains their health and growth. David Garrison explains that all church 
planting movements “have some kind of organization.”2 Steve Addison adds: 
“The most dynamic and effective movements live in the tension between the 
chaos and creativity of spiritual enthusiasm and the stability provided by 
effective strategies and structures.”3 But in the very process of becoming more 
organized, movements can lose the vitality that once characterized them. The 
challenge is to develop structure that nurtures rather than stifles spiritual 
vitality, health and growth. 

Many excellent publications help cross-cultural workers to plant fellowships 
that can multiply. Most of these emphasize the early phase of movements, 
in which keeping everything as simple and reproducible as possible is a top 
priority. This avoids dependency on foreign resources and empowers local 
believers to take responsibility for reaching their own people and leading their 
own ecclesial movement.4

In contrast, not nearly as much has been written about what facilitators of 
these initial beginnings of church planting should do about nurturing appro-
priate structure. Cross-cultural agents of the gospel have an undeniable influ-
ence on the DNA of newly planted fellowships, which includes the structures 
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they adopt. Eventually, in the develop-
ment of a movement, when new gath-
erings of believers form associations 
and work together on projects such as 
training workers and respond to con-
textual issues of theology and practice, 
the cross-cultural missionary is often 
asked for input on the development of 
structure to support these initiatives.5 

This article addresses this gap by 
exploring how cross-cultural workers 
and alongsiders can help new church 
movements develop structure that 
supports and nurtures spiritual vitality. 
To do this, we examine insights on 
the institutionalization of movements, 
reflect on the relationship between 
vitality and structure in the light of the 
Bible and models of ecclesia, and draw 
out implications for missions practice.

The Life Cycle of Ecclesial 
Movements 
The process by which religious move-
ments (which includes churches and 
Jesus movements) develop their struc-
ture and become organized has been 
extensively researched. In this article, we 
draw on some of this literature to rec-
ommend insights that can help church 
planters facilitate, rather than stifle, the 
development of a structure that nurtures 
the life of these fellowships.

Organizational researchers have 
described an organization’s history in 
terms of a life cycle that has identifi-
able stages of development.6 David 
Moberg has drawn on this cycle to 
trace the stages through which a 
church or association of churches typi-
cally passes. The first three of these are: 

1. Birth, characterized by sponta-
neity, vision, and often a strong, 
charismatic leader

2. Growth, characterized by the 
formulation of beliefs and goals, 
with codes of behavior

3. Maturity, in which formal struc-
ture develops and rapid growth 
often continues7 

The early church’s development 
throughout the entire book of Acts re-
flects these stages. Founded by Jesus, its 
early development was a spontaneous 
response to his and the Holy Spirit’s 
direction. Yet even Jesus’ pattern of 
making disciples suggests that he made 
some use of organizational structure in 
his choosing twelve disciples, in estab-
lishing an inner circle of Peter, James, 
and John, and with the wider group 
of seventy-two. This suggests that 
there was some kind of organizational 
structure to his plan for training and 
empowering his disciples to plant and 
nurture a church movement.

As the fellowship of believers grew 
and multiplied, under the continuing 

leading of the Holy Spirit, it developed 
patterns for doing things, such as pat-
terns for recognizing leaders and con-
vening church gatherings. The apostle 
Paul had a key role to play in this 
development of structure. Examples 
include his listing of qualifications for 
someone to be an elder and a deacon 
(1 Tim. 3; Titus 1), and his instruc-
tions on how to order meetings in a 
“fitting and orderly way” (1 Cor. 14:40, 
cf. 11:17–34; 14:26–40). This kind of 
organization was essential to the flour-
ishing of the Christian movement. 

Paul’s major success was not to have 
founded so many congregations, but to 
have successfully imposed his model of 
effective organization upon them. . . .8

After birth, growth, and maturity, 
there are two subsequent stages of 
the life cycle in many—maybe even 
most—gospel movements: 

4. Decline, or the “institutional 
stage,” in which formalism saps 
the group’s vitality. Leadership 
becomes dominantly bureaucratic. 
Organized worship becomes a 
ritualistic empty formality to most 
members. The institution “has 
become the master of its members 
instead of their servant. . . .”9

5. Disintegration, which often evi-
dences formalism, irrelevance, 
absolutism, red tape, patronage, 
and corruption

The Dilemmas of 
Institutionalization 
Institutionalization is the process by 
which people embody their response 
to God in certain patterns, forms, and 
structures. In order for a movement to 
continue beyond its birth by visionary, 
charismatic leadership, patterns and 
routines need to be developed for a stable 
community of disciples. Max Weber 
named this phase of the institutional 
process the “routinization of charisma.”10 
He observed that movements that fail to 
achieve routinization tend to fail. Mission 
anthropologist Paul Hiebert noted that 
institutionalization is necessary because 
it creates routines and clarifies processes 
for how things get done. This reduces the 
decision making and redundancy of effort 
necessary for the group to function. Insti-
tutions make the group more stable and 
able to continue functioning despite con-
stant changes of personnel.11 Religious 
studies scholar Ninian Smart concluded 
that every movement needs some kind of 
organization in order to perpetuate itself 
and embed itself in society.12 

Despite a structure of some kind being 
necessary, three key dilemmas plague 
the process of church movements 
becoming more organized:13 

1. The essential translation of Chris-
tian meanings into concrete forms 

For a movement 
to continue beyond 

its birth, patterns and 
routines need  

to be developed. 
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can distort the gospel. The impli-
cations of the gospel do need to be 
spelled out in terms of practical, 
concrete actions in daily life and 
in worship. But this translation 
of the implications of the gospel 
in each local setting contains the 
danger of reducing it to a set of 
rules, which is a substitution of the 
letter for the spirit (cf. Rom. 7:6). 
Forms of worship can also become 
standardized and rigid, 

not immediately derivative of in-
dividual needs, but rather an ob-
jective reality imposing its own 
patterns upon the participants.14

Symbolic elements in worship, 
which once were relevant and real 
expressions of individual response, 
become irrelevant to the partici-
pants. They create more of a bar-
rier to worship than a structured 
pathway which facilitates worship. 
O’Dea captures the heart of this 
dilemma when he states: 

To symbolize the transcen-
dent is to take the inevitable 
risk of losing contact with it. 
To embody the sacred in a 
vehicle is to run the risk of its  
secularization.15

2. Administrative structures can 
become over-complicated. As 
new problems are faced and new 
precedents established to cope 
with them, an elaborate system of 
rules and regulations can develop. 
This can too easily lead to a shift 
of focus from implementing values 
and goals to maintaining structure 
for its own sake.16 Mixed motiva-
tions among leaders make this 
dilemma even more difficult to 
resolve, as existing leaders may 
interpret organizational reform as a 
threat to their status and security.

3. Leadership can distance itself 
from the rest of the church. In the 
early stages of a church’s birth and 
growth, leaders and people func-
tion together and “you couldn’t tell 
one from the other. They worked 
together, thought together, prayed 

together. . . .”17 All too often, 
though, as a movement develops 
and leadership is formalized, the 
leadership team and the congre-
gation begin to pull further and 
further away from each other. In 
the early stages the priesthood of 
all believers is emphasized, but as 
spiritual hierarchies develop, they 
can stifle growth through control.18

Church movements need to find ways 
to overcome each of these dilemmas 
by finding workable compromises 
between spontaneity and structure. 
These Jesus movements need a balance 
of creativity on one hand and stability 
on the other if there is to be continued 
growth. The question for fellowships 
(new and old) is “not whether they can 
survive without institutional structures, 
but whether they can develop struc-
tures that do not convert themselves 
from means unto ends.”19

The Role of Structure in 
Theological Perspective
Howard Snyder’s comment that a 
degree of institutionalization is “inevi-
table and even desirable in the Church” 
is representative of most Christian 
authors.20 The theological roots of this 
consensus are explored in this section.21

An influential concept that illuminates 
the role of structure is theologian 
Avery Dulles’s understanding of the 
church in terms of five models or 
extended metaphors: the church as 
institution, as mystical communion, 
as sacrament, as herald, and as ser-
vant. Each of these models is based 
on a sub-group of the more than one 
hundred New Testament images of fel-
lowships, gatherings, or assemblies of 
believers—the ecclesia. Dulles convinc-
ingly argues that any of these models, 
taken in isolation, will lead groups to 
a serious distortion of what ecclesia 

is designed to be. But understood as 
a united whole they give a full-orbed 
appreciation of the church.22

The institutional model, if adopted in 
isolation from the other models, will 
lead to churches being rigid, doctri-
naire, and conformist. Institutional 
elements of the church are not ends in 
themselves, but means to helping the 
church to be the community of disci-
ples that expresses Christ to the world 
in word, sign, and deed.23 The church’s 
focal point of reference is not structure 
but a set of relationships—relation-
ship with God, with other disciples, 
and with other people.24 The primary 
dynamic in its growth is not struc-
ture, but the presence and power of 
God dwelling among His people. It is 
God himself who causes the “seed” to 
grow (1 Cor. 3:5–7). This means that 
structures and institutional facets that 
develop in ecclesial life must remain 
servants rather than masters. They are 
instruments that serve the purpose of 
nurturing the life of these fellowships. 
Since this life flows from encountering 
and relating to Christ as Head of the 
Body, of loving one another and ex-
pressing Christ to the world, structures 
must serve this central dynamic.

Christian Schwartz explains the 
relationship between structure and 
life in the church.25 He identifies two 
poles—the organic pole, which sees 
the church as a living organism, and 
the mechanistic pole, which sees the 
church as a structure. The organic pole 
is reflected in images such as “God’s 
field” (1 Cor. 3:9) and the “body of 
Christ” (1 Cor. 12:27), while the 
mechanistic pole is reflected in images 
such as “God’s building” (1 Cor. 3:9) 
and “God’s household” (1 Tim. 3:15). 
Schwartz explains that the organic 
pole produces the mechanistic pole, 
which in turn stimulates the organic 

A ny of these models, taken in isolation, will 
lead groups to a serious distortion of what 
ecclesia is designed to be.
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pole. Churches in which this dynamic 
interdependence is preserved are typi-
cally healthy and growing, according 
to Schwartz.26 This is illustrated in the 
diagram in figure 1, above.

Treating either pole as if it was the 
only one leads to hyper-mechanistic 
or hyper-organic forms of church 
which is unbalanced and unhealthy. 
Over-emphasizing the technical or 
institutional aspect of the church 
leads people to think that if only they 
can get the structures right, then the 
church will automatically be healthy. 

The New Testament provides a clear 
picture of the essence of ecclesia in the 
form of several basic principles which 
can guide the formation of structure. 
These principles are few and simple 
and leave a lot of room for culturally 
shaped expression and innovation. 
They revolve around: 

1. Believers meet together regularly 
to learn from the Scriptures, to 
encourage each other to live for 
Christ, to eat and share in the 
Lord’s Supper together, and to 
pray (Acts 2:42-47; Heb. 10:25). 

2. Gatherings are participatory and 
every member has the freedom 
and responsibility to use their 

God-given gifts to strengthen the 
community of believers (1 Cor. 
14:26; Rom. 12: 6-8; 1 Peter 2:9).

3. Leaders are good examples of 
godly character who have a good 
reputation, who care for and 
about the people they serve, and 
who clearly communicate the 
gospel and God’s vision for the 
church (Eph. 4:11–12; 1 Tim. 
3:1–13; Matt. 28:19; John 20:21). 

4. People wanting to join the church 
are baptized (Acts 2:38).27 

Howard Snyder helpfully compares 
the essence of the church with its 
structures in a way that highlights 
the temporary, expendable, and 
secondary function of structure and 
contrasts them with the essential 
aspects of the church. This is shown 
in the table below.28

Facilitating the Development 
of Structure that Nurtures Life 
Structure affects many things in fel-
lowships including how things are 
done when the group meets together, 
how decisions are made, how leaders 
are chosen and how they lead, how 
resources are distributed, how much 
room there is for everyone to partici-
pate, and how the church relates to 
other churches locally and internation-
ally. People who start fellowships of 
believers commonly either downplay 
the importance of structure on the 
assumption that it will evolve naturally, 
or intentionally impose structures 
from their own background that they 
think are best. Those who think that 
structure is unimportant often fail to 
see that they are still imposing a struc-
ture by default or are uncritically 

Figure 1. The Bipolar Concept of the Church (Adapted from Schwartz, Natural Church Development Handbook, pp. 85, 95)

Essence of the Church Structures of the Church

God’s creation Humans’ creation

Cross-culturally valid Culturally bound

Essential Expendable

Eternal Temporal and temporary

Given by divine revelation Shaped by human tradition

Table 1. Comparison Between the Essence and Structures of the Church

produces

stimulates

Hyper-organic 
paradigm

Dangers:
Relativism, 
Anarchy

Organic pole

Dynamic
Grow
Freedom
“All-by-itself”

Includes:
Community, 
Fellowship, Change, 
Reproduction

Mechanistic pole

Static
Build
Order
“Man-made”

Includes:
Doctrine, 
Sacraments, 
Tradition, Offices

Hyper-mechanistic 
paradigm

Dangers:
Dogmatism, 
Legalism
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allowing a structure to develop which 
may not nurture life.

Facilitating the development of struc-
ture that nurtures life and growth can 
require a shift of mindset. This shift 
can be understood in terms of a vine 
and a trellis.29 The trellis is the struc-
ture up which the living vine grows. 
The structure is needed, but only to 
the extent that it supports the vine and 
its growth. To facilitate the develop-
ment of a trellis for emerging churches 
in another culture in a way that best 
supports their life and growth, we 
need to keep our focus on the purpose 
of the trellis—the growth of the living 
body of Christ in the context in which 
we serve—rather than on the details of 
the trellis itself. This means instilling 
flexibility into the way structures are 
thought about, focusing on relation-
ships, developing culturally meaningful 
structures and forms, and periodically 
reviewing structures.

Model and Teach Flexibility and 
Creativity concerning Forms
The flexibility that entertains alternative 
ways of doing things, and the under-
standing that no believer or fellowship 
is already perfect, characterizes healthy 
ecclesial life. In their teaching and 
example, both the Lord Jesus and the 
apostle Paul focused on helping people 
grow in dependence on God while 
retaining flexibility concerning forms. 
For example, Jesus told the Samaritan 
woman that true worshippers are not 
bound to worship in any particular 
place, but instead worship God “in 
spirit and in truth” ( John 4:21–24). Paul 
insisted that believers have been set free 
from having to follow rules and regula-
tions of the Old Covenant in order that 
they can follow the Holy Spirit’s leading 
in every part of their lives—the Spirit 
who gives freedom (2 Cor. 3:17; Gal. 
5:1, 13–25). This kind of freedom gives 
room to explore new ways of discover-
ing, communicating, and responding to 
truth about God.

A key emphasis in missionary anthropol-
ogy has been to allow this flexibility of 

forms while holding firmly to the gospel. 
Alan Tippett wrote that church planters, 

while maintaining a fixed faith in 
Christ as Savior and Lord, and the 
Bible as norm for faith and practice, 
will need to be the most flexible 
with respect to the forms in which or 
through which the faith is practiced 
and transmitted.30 

Charles Kraft advances the need for 
“dynamic equivalence,” meaning that 
forms believers adopt and make use of 
in response to Christ “should carry, as 
close as possible, the same meanings 
as the ideals presented in the Scrip-
tures.”31 Dynamically equivalent, or 
contextualized forms, will speak most 
powerfully and clearly not only to 
members of a local fellowship but also 
to their families, friends and neighbors. 

If the first people discipled in a move-
ment see cross-cultural workers and 
local leaders modeling and teaching a 
creative openness to the Holy Spirit 
and flexibility in ways of responding to 
God, they will be more likely to model 
this to others. However, modeling 
flexibility and creativity concerning 
forms can be difficult for missionar-
ies. “As creatures of habit, we struggle 
to dream outside of the box and the 
structure of our own experiences.”32 
One way for cross-cultural workers to 
develop more flexibility and creativ-
ity is to explore the images, symbols, 
stories, poetry, metaphors, visual arts, 
dancing, and music of the local culture 
and to discuss with local believers how 
some of them might be employed in 
worship, discipling, and evangelism. 

Focus on “Adaptive” Forms that 
Nurture Relationships
Structures or forms are meant to serve 
the functions of the ecclesia described 
in Acts 2:42–47: teaching, fellowship, 
worship, evangelism, and service. Each 
of these functions has the overarching 

purpose of nurturing relationship with 
God, relationships with brothers and 
sisters in Christ, and relationship with 
people who don’t yet know Christ.33 
“Relationship should be the point 
of reference out of which structure 
flows.”34 Structures that facilitate 
relationship with God, fellow believ-
ers, and others are helpful. Those that 
don’t are not. 

Structures that serve the vital func-
tions of ecclesial life (rather than being 
ends in themselves) are “adaptive” in 
that they enable a movement to func-
tion in ways that can adapt to a chang-
ing environment and ways that help it 
expand into new fields.35 This means 
that while structures and programs are 
important, for genuine Christian com-
munity to thrive, space must be left for 
“an element of serendipity that cannot 
be planned or programmed.”36

To foster a growing relationship with 
God and with other believers requires 
us to hold structure in creative ten-
sion with the freedom and spontaneity 
that are inherent in these relationships. 
Nevertheless, our focus should be on 
the relationships themselves. In the 
same way, cross-cultural facilitators who 
initiate fellowships of believers and the 
growing movements to Jesus that result, 
should do all they can to encourage and 
support leaders who are deeply rela-
tional and who empower others to live 
for Christ and advance God’s kingdom. 
These kinds of leaders can be recognized 
by their investment in the lives of fellow 
believers. Structures should be kept 
flexible enough to provide enough space 
within them for people to relate sponta-
neously and grow in their relationships 
with Christ, with each other and with 
those who do not yet know Jesus.

Small groups are an example of a 
broad type of structure that facilitates 
relationships between believers in 

F or genuine Christian community to thrive, 
space must be left for “an element of serendipity 
that cannot be planned or programmed.”
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every culture. They, along with larger 
meetings, were a feature of the fellow-
ships throughout the New Testament 
(Acts 2:46; 1 Cor. 16:19; Col. 4:15). 
They facilitate each believer being able 
to use his or her gifts to strengthen 
others (1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:16). Howard 
Snyder observed that 

the use of small groups of one kind or 
another seems to be a common ele-
ment in all significant movements of the 
Holy Spirit throughout church history.37 

Various kinds of small groups will have 
different foci—Bible study, prayer, fel-
lowship, etc.—and some will be house 
churches in their own right. Each kind 
of small group facilitates relationships 
among believers but how the group is 
conducted can vary greatly from con-
text to context. In addition, members 
are encouraged through them to learn, 
grow, worship, and witness together in 
a participatory way. 

Encourage Believers to Use 
Forms that Are Most Helpful and 
Meaningful to Them
New groups of believers need to be 
able to express their new faith in ways 
that express biblical meanings, and 
their life together must function in 
forms that are helpful and meaningful 
for them. For this to happen, cross-
cultural facilitators need to firmly re-
sist imposing their own forms of faith 
and worship on disciples, realizing 
that they cannot know in advance how 
social gatherings in another culture 
should organize themselves. Jean 
Johnson puts it this way: 

We need the wisdom, patience, and 
self-control to encourage our host cul-
tures to implement their own cultur-
ally relevant forms to fulfill the func-
tions of the church of Jesus Christ.38 

The following examples in Hindu and 
Islamic contexts illustrate the need to 
find meaningful forms and the role 
that cross-cultural workers and church 
leaders can play in this process.

1. A number of expatriate Christian 
workers are working with Hindu 

background believers and their 
leaders to help them find and use 
contextualized forms for wor-
ship. New Indian believers who 
have struggled for many years, 
feeling unable to join established 
churches because they are cultur-
ally too foreign to them, have 
begun forming or joining a Yeshu 
Satsang or “truth gathering,” in 
which participants sit on the 
floor, sing devotional songs in 
a traditional Hindu style, and 
listen to a devotional talk given 
in a traditional Indian form. 
These contextualized practices 
have helped the believers to 
achieve a settled sense of identity 
as followers of Jesus.39

2. Mamado is a Fulani believer who 
came to Christ from a Muslim 
background in West Africa. 
When he came to faith there was 
no gathered group of Muslim 
background believers, so he 
joined the local church comprised 
of people from other ethnic 
groups who were previously ani-
mists. These believers loved to 
worship God with loud singing, 
dancing, and clapping. Mamado 
felt extremely uncomfortable 
worshiping in this way. In the 
two years he was a part of this 
church he never got used to it. 
Mamado preferred quiet, reverent 
prayer and postures for worship 
such as kneeling, bowing, and 

prostration that he was familiar 
with from Islam. After lots of 
conversations with his pastor, 
and the pastor’s eventual blessing, 
he formed a new gathering for 
Muslim Fulani who were coming 
to faith in Christ. This group uses 
many forms that they had grown 
up with and helped them worship 
God and feel at home in their 
new faith. These included sitting 
on the floor for Bible study, pray-
ing using ritual movements, and 
chanting prayers and Scriptures. 
The pastor’s encouragement of 
Mamado to start this new gather-
ing and use different forms than 
he was familiar with was vital to 
this gospel breakthrough.40 

If we find ourselves reacting negatively 
to indigenous forms and structures, 
we should do everything we can to 
exercise restraint. It may help to reflect 
on the negative consequences of put-
ting out the Holy Spirit’s fire (1 Thess. 
5:19). When we are quick to control 
what we see as error according to our 
own conception of order, we can be-
come guilty of wresting control from 
God’s Spirit, as well as from disciples. 

Encourage Periodic Re-evaluation 
of Structures 
As new fellowships emerge, and as 
movements develop, they nearly always 
become more complex. Heavy and 
complex structure is not as effective 
at promoting a movement’s life and 
growth as simple, lightweight struc-
ture.41 Some structures that brought 
initial success lose their relevance, 
meaningfulness, or helpfulness in 
changing circumstances. Alternatively, 
they become “formalized in inflexible 
and complex policies and procedures.”42

Cross-cultural facilitators of disciple-
making and Jesus movements there-
fore do well to encourage local leaders 
to periodically evaluate the relevance 
and helpfulness of their movement’s 
structures. E. Stanley Jones wrote that 
all institutions “need constant review, 
perpetual criticism, a continuous 

When we are 
quick to control what 
we see as error, we can 

become guilty of 
wresting control from 

God’s Spirit.
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bringing back to original purposes 
and spirit.”43 Monitoring structures 
for relevance is particularly important 
because we all face 

the pervasive human temptation to 
canonize as essential patterns of re-
lationship patterns that evolved to 
meet the needs of one era [or culture] 
but no longer respond to the needs of 
the present era [or culture].44

The evaluation process can be guided by 
questions such as: 
• How congruent are the structures 

with the vision and values of our fel-
lowship of believers? (Authenticity)

• How relevant and meaningful are 
the structures for the local people? 
(Relevance) 

• How well do these structures nur-
ture relationship with God and one 
another? (Functionality)

• How flexible and open to change in 
response to the input of church mem-
bers are the structures? (Flexibility).45 

Some structures may have reached the 
extent of their use—they’re dated—
and become an impediment to growth. 
These should be discarded or replaced 
with more meaningful forms. This 
process of evaluating whether what the 
church has been doing is contribut-
ing to heaviness or nurturing life and 
growth takes discipline and courage. 

As cross-cultural workers and emerging 
national leaders seek relevant patterns 
for worship, discipling, fellowship, 
and ministry, they must resist com-
municating that forms adopted by the 
first groups of fellowships are set in 
concrete. Instead, structures and forms 
should be understood as flexible and as 
an arena in which experimentation is 
encouraged, and creative new ways of 
listening to and responding to God are 
tried out. Translation of the faith and 
ecclesial life into concrete contextual-
ized structures is essential for meaning 
to be communicated, but this process 
must have an inbuilt ongoing flexibility 
which allows continuing modification 
and experimentation. Only by retaining 

such flexibility can worship and ministry 
forms be reshaped so that they can 
retain meaningfulness and continue to 
resonate with the people as their corpo-
rate life develops.

Conclusion
Every living thing, including ecclesial 
life, needs structure for its survival 
and growth. It is an inescapable reality 
that movements need to develop some 
aspects of institutions as they develop. 
But overly structured groups of fellow-
ships tend to stagnate, and dysfunc-
tional structures damage the health and 
vitality of movements and lead to their 
eventual death. Disciple-making move-
ments, Jesus movements, and CPMs 
are most likely to keep growing in size 
and depth if life-nurturing structures 
are found. Church planters and the 
initial leaders who emerge in a move-
ment have a key role in influencing the 
development of these structures. 

In order to avoid the negative aspects 
of institutionalization while retaining 
the benefits of organization, cross-
cultural workers who are working to 
facilitate the development of dynamic, 
growing, contextualized movements 
to Jesus need to model and teach a 
flexible attitude to structure that un-
derstands structures as serving biblical 
values and meanings—especially the 
development of relationship with God, 
fellow believers, and the world. Most 
helpful to the health and growth of 
local fellowships are structures that 
are simple enough to allow maximum 
freedom for spontaneity and creativity 
in worship, discipling, fellowship, and 
witness, and that also clearly express 
biblical principles in meaningful ways. 
Those in cross-cultural mission would 
do well to encourage the emerging 
church movement and their lead-
ers to discover and use simple forms, 

especially indigenous forms, and to 
periodically evaluate structures for 
their relevance, meaningfulness, and 
usefulness for worship, fellowship, 
growth and mission.  IJFM
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