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by many different leaders along the way. The church distributed 
is elastic enough that no one can predict how many forms it will 
take. All we know for sure is that we were made to serve Christ 
together. 

Developing a capability that is effective both globally and locally 
cannot be rushed. It takes a long time, and many contacts, to build 
relationships over distance, and to equip others to do so. In physics 
we learn that there are forces that act over great distances. Gravity 
is one, and I would submit to you that love is another. Speed breaks 
down the force of gravity, and so it is with love. “But let patience 
have her perfect work, that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting 
nothing” (James 1:4 KJV).

Relationship Adjustments

Relationship adjustments may be required on occasion. Each 
of the four churches in which I have been a pastor occasionally 
required such internal and external relationship adjustments, but 
their occurrence never ceases to surprise me. Then I am surprised 
that I am surprised!

Relationships that become oppositional may not be easy, but 
they can still be beneficial. First, we can learn and improve from 
the bits of truth nestled in most criticisms. Second, we mature 
as leaders when we can continue to love others after feeling the 
sting of their hostility. When our agape-type love (unconquerable 
good will) is tested we have the opportunity to more wholly be like 
Christ. And third, if we continue to concentrate on the good that 
we can do, refusing to be distracted by trying to justify ourselves to 
those who oppose us, God will bless the good and beneficially use 
the negative.
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How Different People Can Work Together

People who see how differences fit together will benefit not only 
their own cause, but also mankind in general. Those who know the 
necessity of variety as a basis of achievement will experience the 
greatest advancement. And that is especially true in a globalized 
world because there are more and more boundaries being bridged. 

All systems are inclined toward equilibrium (no net change 
over time). Yet this status quo condition is the very one that 
makes systems vulnerable. The tendency for individuals, churches, 
businesses, nations and cultures to be satisfied with the familiar 
and the comfortable is observed in most scientific studies. Yet, so is 
the danger. Ludwig Von Bertalanffy states:

“Biologically, life is not maintenance or restoration of 
equilibrium but is essentially maintenance of disequilibria. … 
Reaching equilibrium means death and consequent decay.”21

The local church, with its predictable programming, can be a 
haven of stability and reliability. Yet, if it is to have increasing life, and 
relevance to a changing world, it must have more than consistency. 
The very steadiness that is its strength for the present is its weakness 
for the future. Differences found in relationship with others, whether 
inherent ones or pop-ups along the way, add vibrancy. 

There are some very good resources as well as agencies that help 
individuals and groups form successful partnerships. When we 
intentionally combine differences instead of just blend similarities, 
keeping those relationships positive ones is easier if we keep a few 
basics in mind. 
•	� There must be a common purpose beyond the relationship 

itself. God brought Eve to Adam to embrace a purpose broader 
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than intimacy; i.e., tending the garden. The job was not more 
important than their intimacy—it was integral to it. 

Attention must be given to the overarching purpose of the 
relationship.
•	� There must be clarity of roles eventually. Just as the Trinity has 

different roles for different Persons in the Godhead, so too each 
person in a relationship must be aware of what his or her role 
contribution will be. While it is not necessary to detail such a 
matter at the beginning of the relationship, it is helpful to have 
some general ideas of what each party offers. Clarity comes as 
people work together, and adjustments are made according to 
recurring contributions and needs.

•	� There must be a common source of authority, not government. 
A relationship cannot depend upon government (an instrument 
of force) for its unity, but it does need a refuge of appeal for 
conflict resolution. Authority that has the beneficence of God 
will usually be a mutually respected person, or an agreed 
upon document of order, or a common heritage that serves 
as a reference point. What it cannot be is a rule enforcement 
process that makes the parties obey, rather than help them be 
responsible to settle their own disputes with humility and the 
guidance of the Spirit. Only the latter builds relationships.

•	 �There must be a recurring expression of respect and 
appreciation for the other. The key to intimacy is people 
well-appreciated. Scripture implies that women will perceive 
this appreciation as love, and men will perceive it as respect 
(Ephesians 5:33). In either case, a bonding ingredient for 
differences is consistent expressions of high regard for the 
other. Just as worship binds us and orients us to God, so 
too, in a subordinate sense, appreciation binds two or more  
parties together.
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•	� There must be a continued communication beyond the 
utilitarian. Nothing builds togetherness like communication 
that is built on something other than a want or a need. If the 
only time we go to God in prayer is when we are in need of 
something, our relationship with Him will be very frustrating 
and shallow. If the main goal of our conversations with our 
partners is utilitarian, the relationship shrivels. That is true 
even if the conversations are about what kind of support they 
need. It is important to have conversations that indicate our 
personal interest in their lives. 

•	� There must be a sense that God called you together into a 
covenant relationship. This last ingredient is central, and the 
most encouraging for the long run. It will be the most important 
reason for people with great differences to stay together. Only 
those Jews who realized the fulfillment of their original calling 
from God (Genesis 12:3) involved the Gentiles and could abide 
with the Gentiles. Lasting unity in ministry depends upon a 
sense that God called you together forever. 

Having stated these basics, let me make perfectly clear that this 
is not a “to-do” list. Personal relationships are not built by to-do 
lists. There is something almost romantic about the unity that 
results from the welcoming of differences. Relationships that have 
differences at their core will not survive if mechanical maintenance 
of details becomes a focus. 

The pressures generated in any relationship, but especially 
those working with great differences, are relieved in large part by 
seeing the value of the distinct differences in a larger perspective. 
Differences appear to be huge and irritating when only viewed as 
differences per se. They are seen as complementary and purposeful 
when viewed as a part of God’s larger plan …
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CONCEPTS IN CONTEXT 
You, Christian, are a minister of the church.

Here are three challenges to help you personalize ideas found in 
Chapter Ten. 
1)	� Our connections to one another will not be built by to-do lists, 

but by practical expressions: You can begin by speaking as 
much about ministry outside the church as inside. Consider 
some ways that you can do this.

2)	� Think about the other churches and ministries in your 
community: Ask God to help you to begin forging relationships 
with others. If there is a venue where local ministers from 
various backgrounds get together to discuss mutual challenges 
and opportunities, then join in. If such an organization doesn’t 
exist, then consider starting one yourself!

3)	� Consider the guidelines for potential partners included in this 
chapter: Using this information as a grid, begin to consider 
which people outside your normal circle of influence might 
become a potential partner. Set up a time to meet and to discuss 
how you might join together in common causes.
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dis•trib´•ut•ed church (di-strib-yoo-tid chûrch)
noun

A church that centers on God and revolves around 
others rather than insisting that “our church” is 
the center of the universe. This is a “Copernican 
Revolution” of the church.
Intentional distribution of the church with a goal of 
ultimate connection through the kind of relationship 
that reflects God’s image.
A network of churches sharing resources with one 
another, linking differences and bridging distances for 
the benefit of all.
A way for the church at large to benefit from our 
differences, being perfected by those enough like us to 
be intimate yet different enough to be necessary.
A comprehensive model in which spiritual maturity will 
continue to develop through generations of relationships.
Congregation members who spend their Christian 
lives connected to many who are outside the local 
congregation.

verb
Putting the resources of the church as close to people 
as possible, offering meeting points and access to 
resources, in order to assist Christians in helping others. 
Connecting to outsiders and serving them where they 
are, rather than getting them to join us.
Arranging the church around the relationships of the 
congregation and partner ministries, rather than in and 
around a physical church building.
Connecting with neighboring Christians for support and 
encouragement and to better serve their communities.
Reorienting ministry efforts from inside to outside, 
from solitary to partnered, to an arrangement that 
constantly reminds us of God.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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ELEVEN
A Church Someday Soon

Because we were made for relationships, individuals and churches 
will go beyond themselves, when life would be simpler alone.

Someday Soon

Someday soon, because we are the children of the infinitely 
patient and precise God, who for centuries has been crafting us to 
be more like Him, the structure of the church will reflect the image 
of God, not the image of medieval, feudal hierarchies or industrial 
age corporations. We will see that trinity is a model for organization; 
a reflection of the God we worship. We will know that the prideful 
separation caused by sin diminishes not just our personal lives but 
also our group’s method of operation. Churches will be integrated 
in their activities, not inhibited by their hierarchy.

Because we were made for relationships, local churches will have 
a distributed identity both as one body and as several bodies. The 
church will draw near to people’s everyday lives. You and I will be 
actually working together, because in this age, “having been built on 
the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being 
the corner stone” you and I, “being fitted together … are being built 
together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit” (Ephesians 2:20-22).
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This will happen no matter what our geographical distance, no 
matter what our denominational distinctive, no matter what our 
political predisposition, no matter what the size of our church, no 
matter what our role in ministry, no matter how skilled or broken 
our ability, and no matter what our social status.

We are being fitted together so that we might be related in the 
most effectual way. Understanding that we have been prearranged 
for cooperation, for the purposes of Christ, will be a motivation 
for our togetherness. Understanding that we are intentionally 
distributed, not accidentally scattered, will be a pronouncement 
that what has appeared to be division and chaos is meant for 
multiplication and coordination.

Someday we will realize the mission is a reminder of our need 
to belong to each other. As extensions of each other, we are never 
unproductive, for what I am not doing, you are doing. What one 
does not get accomplished, another will. There is only “one body and 
one Spirit … one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father 
of all who is over all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:4-6).

Together we will finally realize that God has made no mistakes 
in our placement, in our gifts, in our circumstances or in our past. 
They are all strategic for such a time as this.

That means that just as God sent out Abram to build a people for 
Him and to bless all the world (Genesis 12:1-3), He will send out His 
church and our earthly travels will help bond His family together. 
And it will be again just as it was when Jesus sent out the disciples 
into all the world to build His church distributed in different places 
(Matthew 16:18, 28:18-20, Acts 1:8, 1 Corinthians 1:2). Just as the 
early Christians visited each other to bond the congregations of the 
church together (2 Corinthians 8:18-24) we will be visiting with 
each other, not in order to build our own church but to build the 
other’s ministry and to build the church universal by supporting 
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each other in the process. 
The day is coming when groups will seek to cluster together 

for mutual advantage over the hardships of life. In all of God’s 
Creation, the church is among the last to learn this principle. From 
cells to insects, from animals to teenagers, from political groups 
to businesses, the benefits of close relationships have been used 
to survive and thrive in a hostile environment. It has been used to 
build the most advantageous basis from which to nurture offspring. 
Ministries are beginning to understand this advantage.

We will seek to serve all, but especially those given to us in a 
close relationship. We will see the relationship as more important 
than the activity. We will see other ministries as close family, and 
we will, by our clustering together, be of benefit to the world, not 
just to each other.

Even when it comes to other religions, rather than participate in 
destructive competition, Christians will be grace-filled witnesses of 
the God who cares for them. We will realize that we do not convert 
them, the Holy Spirit does; we will do our part by living like Christ 
among them. 

The day is coming when the global culture will be more open to 
the Gospel than ever before. Not only has modernity left the world 
spiritually empty, but also the uncertainty of post-modernity has 
the world actively searching for anything that will last.

We live in a world asking for spiritual realities. It is a world rapidly 
connecting with personal communication devices but still wondering 
what we have in common. We live in a world where science is seen 
less as the savior, and religion is viewed as “helpful for some,” but 
where many people are still longing for unchanging truth.

We live in a world of so much information that the most valued 
people are not the bearers of information anymore but those who 
can interpret it in a way that makes sense for everyone.
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God aligns the capabilities for such unity. For increasing numbers 
of us today, He is diminishing our hostility toward differences and 
increasing our sympathies toward each other. He is rebuking us by 
the examples of some nations, churches and religious groups that 
compete against each other. He is letting us ponder the horrifying 
example, especially in the Middle East, of what happens when ethnic 
and religious groups refuse to find a way out of territorial wars.

We strengthen our identities as Christians when we cooperate 
with non-Christians for the good of everyone. We will associate 
with Christians who are not like us as well as partner with Christians 
who have the same vision as ours. We will build partnerships with 
Christians who want to build permanent relationships for the work 
of the Gospel.	

Someday soon we will participate in a global movement 
connecting the church, and local church identity will not be lost—
it will be enhanced. It will not be for the sake of the church only, 
but for our witness to the world. As flexible and enjoyable as a 
Tinkertoy™ bridge, the church will show the world, in an inviting 
way, how to span differences. There will be close and long-lasting 
relationships of cooperation for the purpose of serving.

Someday soon we will realize that close relationships affect 
everything. They not only determine how we witness to the world 
but also determine how much we know. Relationships will be seen 
as instrumental in understanding complete truth.

Even now, many Christians link together for long-term 
support and effectiveness. And there are pastors and parachurch 
ministry leaders who meet together regularly because they see 
their ministries’ efforts and their personal efforts of service 
enhanced through the connection. Sharing people and resources, 
experiencing common worship services that link up different states, 
even different continents—it’s all already happening. And there is 
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no governing body making it happen. It is happening because of 
the Holy Spirit’s superintendence and many Christians have begun 
to see from a perspective bigger than their own. I am praying that 
someday soon, all Christians will be brave enough to leave familiar 
territory to venture toward their God-given mission. 
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EPILOGUE
A Church of Adventure

When I was a young boy, our family always went to the same 
place for our vacation. It was a lake in the northern peninsula of 
Michigan that had a row of little cabins on its shore. The area was 
largely undeveloped. Descendants of Indians still lived there. Our 
favorite nighttime activity was to go to the dump and watch the 
bears eat garbage.

Back then it was not unusual for extended families—aunts, uncles, 
and grandparents—to vacation together. The men loved this spot 
because it had good fishing and it was cheap. The women did not like it 
because, in the words of my grandmother, “We have to do everything 
here we have to do at home, only without the appliances.”

One particular summer, I was hoping for something really special. 
My long-widowed Mom had recently married. Herb was very 
conservative and careful in his approach to everything, but he was 
also a caring and accommodating person. I could tell that I caused 
him to be a little nervous because I was not at all cautious in the way 
I lived life, and I was not the least bit coordinated. So I knew that my 
vacation dream would be a real test for my new dad.

I wanted to drive the boat. Cabin renters could rent the old 
wooden boats at the docks. These were leaky, smelly, dead-worms-
floating-in-the-bottom boats, just the kind a fisherman loved. The 
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renter supplied his own motor, and it was his choice if he wanted 
his boy to drive the boat—at least that is what I told my dad as we 
traveled all the way from Ohio.

Before leaving the dock, Dad carefully arranged our family in the 
boat. My mom was at the bow, my sister and I were on the middle 
plank, and my dad was at the stern operating the motor.

Finally, after all my begging, my dad said, “Okay, Joey. I want you 
to stand up very slowly—not yet! And step very cautiously toward 
me, then sit beside me on the other side of the motor’s handle. 
Do you understand? Okay, slowly now … slowly, that’s it … good. 
Now, take your hand and place it on top of my hand that is on the 
motor’s handle. Good. Now I will slowly remove my hand, and you 
take the motor’s handle, but do not move it. Is that clear? Good. 
Here we go.”

I held the handle in place.
After approximately thirty seconds of having my hand on the 

motor’s handle, his hand slipped in again to replace mine, as he 
instructed me to slowly return to my original seat. He was sure he 
had given me the thrill of a lifetime. I was deeply disappointed but, 
of course, did not express that to my good-hearted dad.

As we returned to the dock, my grandfather read the expression 
on my face. He had been sitting on a bench, looking at the beauty 
of the lake. He knew immediately what had happened. He said to 
me, as I walked up the dock, “Joey, come up here and sit by me.” I 
was glad to do that.

Pop said, “You know, I was just thinking about something. You 
see that island way out there?”

“Yeah, Pop, I see it.”
“I was just thinking, maybe no one has ever explored that island. 

Maybe no human foot, except for maybe an Indian’s, has ever 
walked there. Maybe there are snakes and bears and poison plants 
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on that island. It sure would be good to have someone really brave 
go and explore that island for me. I can’t go because I’ve got a weak 
ticker, ya know, but if I could find someone younger, someone 
adventurous enough, I’d send him over there to tell me what is on 
that island.”

“Pop!” I shouted, with what I thought was a brilliant and original 
idea, “I am younger and brave! I could go and explore that island 
for you!”

He looked like the thought had never occurred to him. “Well, 
Joey” he thought for a moment, “You know, that is a great idea! 
Would you do that for your old Pop?”

“Sure!” I said, trying not to jump out of my skin. “But, Pop, I 
don’t think Dad would let me drive the boat over there.”

“Well, you could take my bo— ”
He did not get the entire word out of his mouth before I was in 

his boat speeding toward the frightening, unknown, wild territory. 
I was so scared and so exhilarated. I thought of turning back.  
After all, there could be hungry beasts or hostile Indians there.  
If I turned back, though, what would my grandfather think? He 
was counting on me. 

I went ahead. I trembled with each step, but I lived.
Day after day, I would bring him discoveries from the island: 

Squirrel remains (from which Pop, an old veterinarian, would teach 
me animal anatomy); red berries (“Don’t put those in your mouth, 
Joey, I bet that two of them could kill an elephant!”); and feathers 
(“Do you suppose this was part of an Indian war bonnet?”)

The chance to feel like a discoverer, a pioneer of sorts, was 
thrilling. Even better, however, were the conversations and the 
feelings of closeness I shared with my grandfather. I became, from 
that summer on, an explorer at heart.

I will never forget the chance for adventure and learning Pop 
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gave me that summer. I have often wondered if there would ever be 
an opportunity to explore new worlds again and learn as I go. 

Now we are all speeding toward an unknown future. It’s no secret 
that the church must learn to walk in an unfamiliar environment. I, 
for one, am thrilled about it. However, as I face this other unknown 
territory, the future, I am remembering the one thing I wish I had 
during those trips—some other kids to go with me. It would have 
been less intimidating and more fun. So, who wants to go?
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are some key shortcomings of the present form of doing 
church that demand a new form of church? 

We know from Scripture that the church will still exist when Christ 
returns and we can see that, remarkably, the present arrangement of 
doing church has lasted for seventeen centuries. The early church, 
in the first three centuries, took the form of distributed groups 
that were linked together. When the church became an institution, 
starting in the fourth century, it slowly developed patterns that 
would be effective only in a top-down society. Whether the political 
structure of society was in the form of an empire, a feudal kingdom 
or a nation, the church was arranged to be one of the institutions 
within a hierarchical worldview. 

The top-down church will not be effective in the world of the 
future for at least four reasons:

1.	� Though leadership will always be crucial to the development 
of people, the function of a leader is switching from 
director to catalyst. He or she must be more empowering 
than instructive, more generally encouraging than “orders 
issuing.” Of course, even with these new assignments the 
leader retains the servant role described in Luke 22:25-27.

2.	� Though information will always be valuable in the pursuit 
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of truth, the traditional method that emphasized a teacher 
giving students information is switching to one in which 
the excellent teacher is the one who can help interpret the 
information nearly everyone can access. 

3.	� The growth of the church is no longer mainly happening 
in the Western world where hierarchy has been a main 
component in the culture. With the rapid growth of the 
church in South America, Africa and Asia, cultures that 
place great value on community and group relationships, 
we will see forms of church structure around the globe 
being contextualized into more relational arrangements. 

4.	� Inspirational leadership, through preaching and the example 
of some Christians’ lives, will continue to be catalytic. The 
capability of leaders, though, to actually direct many others 
in their decision making will decrease in proportion to the 
speed of the changing world and the explosion of knowledge. 
Few people have the capability to know exactly what others 
should do, because it is a different world daily. Thus, the 
best thing leaders can do for people in their spheres of 
influence is to teach them the biblical truths: tell them who 
God is and what He has done. Teach biblical values, general 
principles for decision making, and help them with ways to 
stay constantly in touch with the leading of the Spirit. 

How is the church distributed different from a denomination? 
Church distributed exists to further the Kingdom on earth by 

building relationships that can benefit everyone for God’s glory. 
Relationships matter greatly and partnerships between ministries 
that have compatible theology, philosophy and mission are vibrant 
in a distributed church model. Unlike a denomination, the church 
distributed is not organized under a legal hierarchy. Partnerships can 
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take place inside, outside or across denominational boundaries. Each 
cluster of partnerships is independent, yet all are part of a movement 
to connect the church for greater efficiency and unity. In short, the 
church distributed is not a “nondenominational denomination.”

What are the main components of a distributed church not found 
in other churches or denominations?

The distributed church depends on relationships, not 
organizational agreements. While “covenant agreements” are 
possible and even admirable to maintain local church membership 
or denominational connections, the distributed church is only as 
strong as the relationships it enables. Human relationships have an 
emotional “expiration date” and must be renewed to remain vital. 
The relationships that characterize the distributed church are those 
formed for the sake of ministry to others, not those formed mainly 
for mutual edification or organizational growth.

The distributed church is formed for the sake of continually 
connecting those outside and different from itself. The local church 
believes its greatest effort should be invested in the congregation, and 
a denomination believes its main efforts should be invested in those 
affiliated within an ecclesiastical family. The distributed church exists 
for the sake of those not yet included or not yet connected with each 
other. We believe that God has already providentially distributed His 
people among all the peoples of the world. Our job is to call them 
to be His church, connect them together and, as well, to connect 
existing ministries, to reflect His oneness (John 17:21, 23).

Traditional churches are led by appointed leaders who direct 
their groups. The distributed church sees its members as ministers 
who need more encouragement to walk out the calling God has 
given them than they need pointed direction. It is field-based in its 
organizational development. The leaders serve the believers who 
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are distributed to be salt and light in the world. The distributed 
church is also a learning organization that re-forms often to better 
support the Christians who are serving others.

This sounds like it is complicated. Is it? 
It is no more complicated than becoming great friends. One of the 

attractive things about church distributed is that any church can do 
it right now. Denomination, size, location—none of that matters in 
deciding whether or not a church will “go distributed.” What does 
matter is the desire to reach out to others and support them in 
their ministry. Just as individuals within a congregation appreciate 
efforts by the organized church to encourage and support them in 
their everyday lives, so do entire ministry organizations appreciate 
encouragement and support, and it doesn’t need to be financial. 

Can we be a church distributed if our local congregation doesn’t 
have great togetherness itself?”

In one sense, a church cannot be a healthy partner without first 
being a healthy local church. And yet a local church, like an individual, 
cannot be healthy without connection to others. The very nature of a 
distributed church prompts the need for connections from inside and 
outside itself. The paradox that Northland found is that this model 
of church prompts unity. Northland Church has never emphasized 
closeness in community as much as we have since we decided to be 
in partnership with other ministries. In essence, our emphasis outside 
the walls is a catalyst part of connecting inside the walls.

 
How will the distributed church clusters be governed? 
The distributed churches or ministries do not need any authority 

over them other than what has already been established by their 
particular affiliations. All other cooperation is voluntary. There 

Church Distributed_book.indd   175 7/20/07   9:50:06 AM



Chu r ch  D i s t r i b u t ed

176

Chu r ch  D i s t r i b u t ed

176

will usually be an organizing, or lead church, in a cluster, but the 
leadership is informal rather than formal.

How does the distributed church benefit ‘non-churched’ Christians 
more than the local church model can? 

The numbers of people who consider themselves Christians 
but are not affiliated with any local church is staggering. In this 
paradigm, Christians who do want to connect with other Christians 
without walking into a church building can do so. The connection 
with other Christians, not the building, is the expression of the 
church. The distributed church gives Christian groups a way to 
link with an organized church. Christians in a “habitual” meeting 
(Hebrews 10:24-25) wherever that is, can connect to the organized 
church for worship services and resources.

How will the distributed church be financed?
There is no one treasury to which everyone needs to contribute. 

Every covenant partnership, or every project, will include the  
details of who is to pay for what. Each party will contribute with 
the goal of the others’ support in mind (2 Corinthians 8:1-5).  
Any church can work with practically any outside group on  
almost any project for any length of time. As relationships grow, 
resources are shared, people are blessed, and a distributed church 
is taking form.

How will the distributed church develop?”
Since the distributed church links people and resources, it 

develops by extending already established relationships and 
welcoming new ones. Our strength is in partnering with any group 
of Christians that can take the Gospel into the world. Isolation is a 
real problem, not only for most individual Christians but also for 
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most churches, and the distributed church model comes out of a 
desire to link those who feel alone in their journey of faith. 

How is this different from a large church helping smaller churches?
Churches such as Saddleback and Willow Creek continue to be 

tremendous examples of large churches teaching, encouraging and 
resourcing smaller churches. They have focused on principles that 
can make any church more effective.

The distributed church emphasizes mutual service-based 
ministry. Both inside and outside such a congregation, the grace 
of God comes through the relationships built on mutual service. 
God brings together particular people that He uses because of their 
complementary differences, not specifically because of what they 
know or how competent they are. These relationships are mutually 
beneficial, not one-directional in teaching and receiving. 

Aren’t you afraid of heresy when you are partnering on the basis of 
complementary differences instead of doctrine or denomination?

Partnerships are among those who have a personal relationship 
with God through Christ’s gift of salvation, understanding who God 
is in accordance with the doctrines summarized in the Apostle’s 
Creed. Having said that, as I mentioned in Chapter Ten, focus on 
refinement of theological doctrines is not what brings intimacy or 
conveys the love of God to people in need. It is our experience 
that most Bible-based groups have within them people who can 
spot heresy (over-emphasis of some partial truth) very easily. In 
the distributed church, as in any Christian church, the preaching 
and teaching must be biblically sound. When it is, and Bible study 
is the priority for equipping the congregation, the groups will have 
within their constituency theological watchdogs who will question 
how far the boundaries of each cluster should be expanded. The 
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participants have responsibility for orthodox theology, and church 
leaders must be willing and able to address issues that are brought 
to them for clarification. Partnerships, by their very nature, are not 
lived out in a vacuum. 

Is there a biblical model for forming clusters of churches and 
ministries in the distributed church?

The Scripture seems to record the linking of churches on a 
practical basis (Acts 15, 2 Corinthians 8-9, et al), but the interchange 
presumes an ontological (one that expresses our/His nature) 
connection. In other words, family members link with other  
family members when there is a special need because they are the 
family of God.

Of course one of the most historic and biblical references is the 
natural and geographic connection of the city-church (example: 
“the church at Corinth”—1 Corinthians 1:2). The Bible has repeated 
references to the church in a city. That is indeed a legitimate basis 
for forming a close and mutually beneficial relationship among 
ministries. The problems with such a relationship come with the 
size of the cluster. Practically speaking, in a larger city there are too 
many churches to have close and consistent interchanges.

The other categorization of the church mentioned in the Scripture 
is called the “house church,” or “oikonomos.” For example, “Priscilla 
and Aquila … the church that is in their house” (Romans 16:3, 5). 
Today, those churches may indeed find a practical necessity for 
bonding with other churches. Yet, because of their independent 
nature, it may not be a natural tendency for them to band together 
with each other or to be an active part of the city church. 

The barriers to ongoing relationships with other churches in 
each of these affinity groupings are not mainly theological, or 
even practical, but personal. The distributed church celebrates 
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the legitimacy of both the city church and the house church. The 
clusters built among the distributed churches may be a way of 
overcoming the “too many to be close” problems of the city church, 
and the “too small to get connected” problems of the house or very 
small church.

The partners in a cluster have the same responsibilities as those 
in any healthy and practical group. There must be:

•	� A leader/organizer/initiator ministry that forms a cluster 
small enough that all the participants can regularly and 
personally support each other.

•	� Liaisons between the ministries that make the connection 
human rather than structural. 

•	� Long-term partners who have more interest in supporting 
each other in ministry than they have in just doing projects 
together.

Who can initiate a distributed church cluster?
You and your church can.
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ABOUT NORTHLAND,
A CHURCH DISTRIBUTED

Northland, A Church Distributed is an innovative congregation 
of more than 12,000 that utilizes technology to connect Christians 
through concurrent worship. People worship weekly at interactive 
sites throughout Central Florida. Additionally, each weekend, 
some 1,500 sites throughout the world connect to the church via 
live Webstream Worship.

The church’s sanctuary, completed in August 2007, has the 
capability to provide “virtually unlimited seating” through 
technology and offers in-house seating for 3,200.

Following the distributed pattern set by the early church, people 
in Northland’s congregation take leadership of nearly every ministry 
effort inside the church, out in the community and abroad. Elders, 
pastors and paid staff don’t try to control the ministry initiatives of 
congregants or the connections they make, and, they don’t watch 
over their shoulders unnecessarily. Dr. Joel C. Hunter encourages 
those who worship with Northland: “Do what you can, where you 
are, with what you’ve got.” And they do!

To learn more about this unique congregation or to participate 
in live worship, visit www.northlandchurch.net.

Church Distributed_book.indd   187 7/20/07   9:50:08 AM



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Since June 1985, Dr. Joel C. Hunter has 
served as senior pastor of Northland, A Church 
Distributed. 

Before bringing his family to Northland, 
Dr. Hunter served as a United Methodist 
pastor for 15 years in Indiana. He and his wife, 
Becky, are parents to three sons and have been partners in the 
ministry since their marriage in 1972. Becky is the president of the 
Global Pastors’ Wives Network and is the author of Being Good to 
Your Husband On Purpose.

A longtime bridge builder who seeks common ground for the 
common good across denominational, ethnic and political lines, 
Dr. Hunter approaches today’s issues in a biblical and balanced 
manner. In addition to serving on the board of the World Evangelical 
Alliance, he serves on the executive boards of the National 
Association of Evangelicals and the Global Pastors Network.

Dr. Hunter has become a nationally known spokesperson for 
“Compassion Issues” outlined in Scripture: sanctity of life, creation 
care, justice, poverty, and marriage and the family. Learn more at 
www.northlandchurch.net/joelhunter.

All proceeds from this book will go to Northland’s new facilities, 
built to celebrate our God and connect us with others.

Church Distributed_book.indd   188 7/20/07   9:50:11 AM



Church Distributed_book.indd   189 7/20/07   9:50:11 AM



Church Distributed_book.indd   190 7/20/07   9:50:11 AM


