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Earlier we looked at the four clearings of the Garden, Park, Glen, and Meadow. 

Each of these is a distinct ecclesiological paradigm with it own concepts of reality. 

Critical to this paper is the understanding that each individual and culture processes 

reality in the confines and boundaries of its own paradigm. In life, we encounter people 

who differ paradigmatically from ourselves, and therefore it is profitable from a 

missional perspective to understand paradigms other than our own. Because we all live 

in a time of transition, it is wise to consider thinking outside our own current framework. 

Paradigm Thinking 

As the North American culture transitions from modernity to post-modernity, it is 

crucial for the Church to think paradigmatically in order to respond to its various cultural 

contexts. For the characteristics of mystery, community, and symbol are understood 

when framed in this way. If we are able to understand one another's paradigms, it assists 

in the journey we travel in at least five ways, as Robert Webber suggests: 

1. Paradigm thinking asks us to understand the past contextually. Each 
epoch of Christian history is to be studied in its own culture. Since the 
beginning, the Christian faith has been filtered through a variety of 
cultures. 

2. Paradigm thinking allows us to have a deep appreciation for the past. We 
Protestants usually root out understanding of the faith in pietism, 
revivalism, or the modernist-fundamentalist controversy. We often freeze 
that particular moment in time, make it the standard expression of faith, 
and then judge all the other movements or periods of time by our standard. 
Paradigm thinking sets us free to affirm the whole church in all its 
previous manifestations. 

3. Paradigm thinking also recognizes that the major models of the past 
continue into the present world. For example, Christianity adapted in the 
Greek world remains with us in Eastern Orthodoxy. 
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4. Paradigm thinking affirms the variety and diversity of the Christian faith 
and looks for the framework of faith that is common to the diversity. The 
search for common heritage allows for the emergence of a new 
understanding of unity and diversity. Unity is based on what is passed 
down in the ecclesio-social culture of the universal church, where 
diversity is a particular understanding of the faith that reflects the specific 
cultural context in which is was expressed. (e.g., medieval Roman versus 
sixteenth-century Reformation). 

5. Finally, paradigm thinking also provides us with an intelligent way to deal 
with times of transition. For example, we currently acknowledge that the 
Christian faith is incarnated in the modern culture, with its philosophical 
assumption of a mechanistic world understood through the empirical 
methodology, and is eroding. The cultural revolutions are in the process 
of ushering us into a new era. In this swirl of change, many are seeking to 
honestly incarnate the historic faith in the emerging culture.23 

As the Church engages the culture, it is necessary to understand that most 

individuals and cultures to which it is attempting to connect with are part of a paradigm 

different than its own. 

Terminology 

Terms used in this paper hold the potential of clouding perception. Words are 

extremely critical, particularly in the postmodern context. In order to alleviate some of 

the misunderstanding, the following terms are defined as they will be used in this paper. 

Simple Church An understanding of church that focuses on "doing and being 

church," with most of the additives of traditional or institutional 

church removed. Some refer to this church expression with terms 

like "house church," "open church," "organic church" et al. I will 

23 Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 16-17. 
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House Church 

Organic 

Church 

Institutional 

use the term Simple Church throughout this dissertation, referring 

primarily to "house church" and organic church." I believe this 

term communicates to the culture and Church effectively and 

accurately. 

A small group of Christ-followers usually numbering less than 20 

who meet on a regular basis and are committed to Christ, his 

Church, and one another, using homes or other locations to gather 

for teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread, and prayer. 

An ecological term meaning "having or possessing life." To refer 

to something or someone as organic is to state they are living. The 

Church is organic in nature and essence and is understood most 

accurately using this term. There are corresponding features 

between the organic natural world and the organic Church, the 

Body of Christ. 

Church at a very basic level is wherever two or three gather 

together in Christ's name. The word "church" in this paper has 

little connection with a building structure, location, or some event. 

A term used in this dissertation to describe church organized in 

some form or system that requires a hierarchical structure in order 
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to facilitate operation and functionality. It is a church stmcture 

that functions more from an organizational rather than an organic 

base. 

APEPTTeam A contemporary acrostic interchangeable with the Fivefold 

Ministry described in Ephesians 4: 1 1-12. It is a term developed by 

Australians Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch. APEPT is an acrostic 

for Apostle, Prophet, Evangelist, Pastor, and Teacher. These terms 

will be used interchangeably throughout the dissertation.24 

24 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the 
21'1 Century Church (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003), 165-181. 
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Chapter 2 - THE ESSENCE AND NATURE OF ORGANIC 
CHURCH 

See how the lilies of the field grow. 
They do not labor or spin 

See how the lilies of the field grow. 
They do not labor or spin' 

There is no mistaking the fact that "organic" is a current buzzword. In 

contemporary culture, everything is organic. The reality is that everything has always 

been organic, but recently the world seems to have awakened to this truth. The 

dictionary defines organic in the following terms: 

1. of or involving the basic makeup of a thing; inherent; inborn; constitutional 
2. made up of systematically interrelated parts; organized of, having the 

characteristics of, or derived from living organisms 
3. grown with only animal or vegetable fertilizers, as manure, bone meal, 

compost, etc.2 

1 Matthew 6:29. 

2 Webster 's New World Dictionary & Thesaurus Version 2.0 (Macmillan Publishers, 1998). 
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Organic vegetables have nothing added to them. They are allowed to grow in a 'natural 

habitat' or at least in an artificially created environment that is as natural as possible. 

This dissertation proposes an organic expression of what it means to be church. This type 

of organic expression attempts go beyond the additives and preservatives that have 

attached themselves to the institutional elements of the church and discover how the 

living body of Christ might flourish if allowed to live and grow naturally. Some of these 

institutional elements are current leadership and administrative structures, programs 

designed to enhance congregational viability and attractiveness, and resources deemed 

necessary for churches to function, e.g. buildings, educational materials, financial 

resources, strategies, long range planning, budgets, etc. 

This chapter presents a perspective regarding the organic essence of the church. 

The church is best understood in ecological terms. At its core, it is designed by God to be 

organic both in form and substance. Corresponding to the natural order or eco-system, 

there is a spiritual order, the body of Christ. To aid in understanding the organic realm, 

let us look at the ecological sphere. 

Understanding Ecology 

According to the usual definition, "ecology is the scientific study of the 

relationship between organisms and their environment in their fullest meaning."3 

Environment is inclusive of physical, biological, and living components that make up an 

organism's surroundings. Relationships include the interactions among the various 

3 Robert Leo Smith and Thomas M. Smith, Elements of Ecology (San Francisco: Benjamin 
Cummings, 2003), 4. 
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organisms within the physical world of life forms participating together within a given 

ecosystem. 

The term ecology comes from the Greek words oikos, meaning "the family 
household," and logy, meaning "the study of." Literally, ecology is the study of 
the household. It has the same root word as "economic," or "management of the 
household." We should consider ecology to be the study of the economics of 
nature.4 

The major focus of ecology is the ecosystem. Organisms interact within the 

context of the ecosystem. The eco part of the word relates to the environment. The 

system is made up of a collection of related parts that function as a unit. A household is a 

system consisting of interrelated parts and subparts. Within this household are people 

who live together, extended family members, and other friends and relationships that are 

in continual interaction as they recreate, eat, sleep, and work together as interacting parts 

that support the whole. In this regard, all the parts and components of the Church 

universal together form an entire eco-system. The organisms of this eco-system are the 

local congregations, denominations, mission groups, and para-church organizations that 

are components of the larger Church universal eco-system. 

A forest is a natural ecosystem. The physical (abiotic) components are the 

atmosphere, climate, soil, and water. The biotic components include the different plants 

and animals that inhabit the forest. The relationships are complex as each organism not 

only responds to the physical environment but also modifies it and in so doing, becomes 

part of the environment itself. 

4 Smith and Smith, Elements of Ecology, 4. 
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Scriptural terminology suggests there are similarities between the Church and an 

organic eco-system.5 Organic implies that God grows the church using means that 

correspond with growth in the natural world. This is illustrated in Jesus' "Parable of the 

Sower" as recorded in three of the four gospels,6 regarding the kingdom of God. From 

this simple parable, we see that Church begins in the fields, where people are. Nearly 

all the New Testament metaphors for the kingdom and the Church use natural organic 

concepts and identities to describe them. 7 Just as God breathed life into all living 

creatures (Genesis 2:7), He also breathed life into His Church (John 20:21-23; Acts 2). 

"The church in its most fundamental essence is nothing less than an interdependent, life-

pulsating people indwelled by the presence of a resurrected and reigning Christ."8 

Therefore, the organic church is a life-form designed by the Spirit to give expression to 

who Jesus is. 

The New Testament employs terms like "household of God," "the people of 

God," "the bride of Christ," and "fellowship of the Holy Spirit." Ninety-six word 

pictures of the church have been identified in the New Testament. "Yet the image that 

permeates the New Testament understanding of the church and serves as an umbrella for 

all other metaphors is that of the church as the body of Christ. "9 

5 Romans 12:4-5; 1 Corinthians 12: 12-27; Ephesians l :22-23; 2: 19-22; 4: 16; 1 Peter 2:4-5. 

6 Matthew 13:1-23; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:5-15. 

7 Other examples of this are in Matthew 13: The Sower (vv. 1-23); The Weeds (vv. 24-30); the 
Mustard Seed and Yeast (vv. 31-35); the Net (vv. 47-50). 

8 Greg Ogden, Unfinished Business: Returning the Ministry to The People of God, (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2003), 41. 

9 Ibid. 
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Because these images are so prevalent in Scripture, it is necessary to comprehend 

the church realistically and correctly in organic terms. Howard Snyder, in Liberating the 

Church, suggests that the North American Church is in need of a fundamental paradigm 

shift in its self-understanding, one that would allow us to view the church as part of 

God's economy. He states: 

Where the model is the institutional-technical-hierarchical of contemporary pop 
Christianity, a whole set of assumptions follows which make it difficult to really 
grasp the New Testament picture of the Church. But where the model is that of 
the body of Christ, the household of God and the community of God's people, the 
door is opened to understand the economy and ecology of God and to see the 
church as charismatic organism .... " 10 

To be organic is to possess life. And for the church, that life is spiritual, given by 

the Holy Spirit. 

The church as the body of Christ is a living social, spiritual, charismatic organism, 
it is alive. The central biblical images of the church are all organic and 
ecological: body, bride, family, vine and branches. Even static "building" and 
"temple" images become organic: "living stones," "a growing building," "a 
temple animated by the Spirit" (see 1 Peter 2:4-6; Ephesians 2: 19-22). 11 

"The church is a divine organism mystically fused to the living and reigning Christ who 

continues to reveal himself in a people whom he has drawn to himself." 12 In all 

dimensions of life and ministry, the church is designed by God to be essentially organic 

in function and form. 

10 Howard A. Snyder, Liberating the Church: The Ecology of Church & Kingdom (Downers 
Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1986), 69. 

11 Howard A. Snyder, Decoding the Church: Mapping the DNA of Christ of Body (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 2002), 120. 

12 Greg Ogden, The New Reformation: Returning the Minist1y to The People of God (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 30. 
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Organic Metaphors 

The organic nature of the church illustrated in Scripture clarifies for us God's 

design for in administering its nature and purpose. At this point, we will limit ourselves 

to two descriptive words,family and body; both of which are within the parameters of the 

above organic definition. The word family frames the paradigmatic form of church, 

while the body frames its substance. For the sake of clarification, the words family and 

household will be used interchangeably. Both metaphors are necessary to understand the 

organic paradigm and specifically the concept of Simple Church. 

Family Metaphor 

"The Bible employs the idea of God's house in several senses. These boil down 

to two fundamental ideas: The church is God's household or family, and the whole 

created order is, metaphorically, God's house (beth-El)." 13 The Old Testament speaks 

much concerning the tabernacle and temple of God. At different times, both were places 

where God symbolically and in reality established His presence among his people Israel. 

Today, God's Spirit resides within His family the church. The following are a few 

examples: 

Gal. 6: 10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, 
especially to those who belong to the family of believers 14 (oikeious). 

Eph 2: 19-22 Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow 
citizens with God's people and members of God's household, (oikeioi) 
20 built on (epoikodomeethentes) the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 
with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. 

13 Snyder, Decoding The Church, 56. 

14 The words highlighted bold are done by the author. 
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21 In him the whole building (oikodomee) is joined together and rises to become 
a holy temple in the Lord. 
22 And in him you too are being built (sunoikodomeisthe) together to become a 
dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 

In the Ephesians 2: 19-22 passage, Paul is referring to the Gentiles' place in God's 

household. He describes how they as citizens of God's family are being included as 

participants; both in the building process itself, and as the material used to build the 

household. The Gentiles are now members of God's household family. "The household 

in ancient times was what we today might call an 'extended family."' 15 

God dwells not in places, but with and in people. Paul, writing to the Corinthians 

about the specifics in regard to building the church upon the proper foundation of Jesus 

Christ asks this question: "Don't you know that you yourselves are God's temple and that 

God's Spirit lives in you?" 16 Paul's intention behind the question was to have the 

Corinthians understand that together they were God's temple where He resides. The 

church as a living organism takes its life from the living presence of the Holy Spirit. 

Together each individual who follows Jesus is immersed into the household, participates 

in the building process, and simultaneously becomes the building material as well. 17 

The Body of Christ 

In looking at the body metaphor, Greg Ogden asks the following questions: 

Is Paul's choice of the human body simply to be a nice analogy for the way the 
church is to function? Is Paul only saying that just as the body is an organic 

15 Study note, The NIV Study Bible: IrJ" Anniversary Edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995). 

16 1 Corinthians 3: 16. 

17 1 Peter 2:4-5. 
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picture of interdependence, so the church should be? Or is there something 
deeper than metaphor that Paul has in mind? 18 

Paul seems to be pointing to a deeper reality. Metaphors are often symbols that point to 

deeper realities, but the symbol is not the same as the reality. An example of this is when 

Jesus broke the bread at the Passover meal before his disciples and said, "This is my body 

given for you, " 19 "We Protestants do not believe Jesus was speaking literally. The bread 

was not in actuality his body, but it was a symbol that pointed to his broken body." 20 In 

contrast, when it comes to referencing the church as the body of Christ, Paul intended 

much more than just a word picture. Reading 1 Corinthians 12: 12 numerous times, I 

have subconsciously understood it in the following way: "For just as the body is one and 

has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is 

with the church."21 What is wrong with that? I emphasized (in italics) the way I have 

understood this verse to be. I have read church into the text because this is what I 

expected, since the church is Paul's subject. But this is not Paul's concluding phrase. He 

says, "so it is with Christ," not the church. By interchanging Christ with the church, Paul 

is making the point, that the church is nothing less than the living extension of Jesus here 

on earth. The church and the resurrected, reigning, and living Jesus are inseparable. The 

church is not merely a human organization designated with the task of keeping the 

memory of their leader alive, but it is a fellowship of those who are members of Christ's 

18 Greg Ogden, Unfinished Business: Returning the Ministry to the People of God, revised edition 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 43. 

19 Luke 19:22. 

20 Odgen, Unfinished Business, 43. 

21 Emphasis is mine. 
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body giving viable expression to who He is. The church is an organism mystically fused 

to the living and reigning Christ who continues to reveal Himself in and through His 

people. Ray Stedman puts it this way: "The life of Jesus is still being manifest among 

people, but now no longer through an individual physical body, limited to one place on 

earth, but through a complex, corporate body called the church."22 

As God's household (oikos), the church is called to administrate kingdom 

economics in the process of bringing fulfillment to the larger eco-system, the created 

order. In order to complete this assignment, it is necessary for the church to perceive 

itself as a life giving and sustaining entity. In other words, the church is organic in 

essence in order to complete its mission. What follows is a closer look at the churches 

organic essence. 

Organic Qualities 

For this study, the organic qualities are simplicity, complexity, biotic potential, 

and self-organization. These qualities are presented with the understanding that they are 

not comprehensive or exhaustive. They overlap, assimilate, and are interdependent in 

relation to one another. Often the probability is high that characteristics found in one 

quality will be present in another. Like the natural eco-system, there is much to be 

learned as these qualities generally operate in simultaneity and synchronicity. Within the 

church's genetic code, all these qualities are employed for the health and well-being of 

22 Ray Stedman, Body Life (Glendale, CA: Regal Books, 1972), 37. 
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the organism. The organic reality is "the church is a complex ecology of spiritual, 

physical, social, political, psychological, and economic dimensions."23 

Simplicity 

The first of these organic qualities is simplicity. In the organic paradigm, 

simplicity is foundational to the organic (simple) ecclesiology. Simplicity is not only an 

organic quality but an essential core value, a necessity, and something that is non-

negotiable. 'Simple' is descriptive of the church in its most natural state. In practical 

terms, the following statements clarify what the term 'simple' means: 

• By 'simple church', we mean a way of doing and being church that is so simple 
that any believer would respond by saying, "I could do that!" 

• By 'simple church', we mean the kind of church that is described in the New 
Testament. Not constrained by structure but by the needs of the extended family, 
(Oikos) 24 and a desire to extend the Kingdom of God. 

• By 'simple church', we mean a church that listens to God, follows His leading and 
obeys His commands. 

• By 'simple church', we mean spiritual parents raising spiritual sons and daughters 
to establish their own families. 25 

Simplicity is an organic quality that enables a congregation to maintain a low 

degree organizational complexity. In a way, it serves the function of keeping things 

uncomplicated. We often make church more complicated than it needs to be. 

For years, the Body of Christ in Western Culture has assumed that Church is a 
major event requiring great expertise to lead. We have missed the essential truth 
that God fully intended Adam and Eve to be the foundational model for the 
Church. Church was meant to begin, and to be lived out, in the family. The 

23 Snyder, Decoding the Church, 38. 

N "Oikos" as mentioned previously is a Greek word from a family of words based on the idea of a 
house or a household. In this case, oikos refers to the composition of the fundamental, natural unit of 
society, consisting of one's relational sphere of influence and interaction-family, friends and associates. 

25 "Simple Church," DAWN North America, 
http://www.dawnministries.org/globalministries/northamerica/simplechurch.htm (accessed April 20, 2003). 
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simplest expression of Church is the family. The essential building blocks for the 
Body of Christ are healthy spiritual families giving birth to healthy sons and 
daughters who give birth to healthy spiritual families. Healthy families reproduce 
and multiply. 26 

No matter what its form, organic life is both simple and complex and occasionally 

these characteristics occur simultaneously. When simplicity holds a place of prominence 

in organic community, it serves as a stabilizing factor in its kinship with complexity. The 

relational dynamic of Simple Church produces a natural chaotic, complex flow of life. 

An example of this could be applying l Corinthians 14:26 in a simple gathering of 

believers. "What then shall we say, brothers? When you come together, everyone has a 

hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these 

must be done for the strengthening of the church." For those looking in from the outside, 

this poses potential for chaos. But in community, remembering to keep it simple can 

bring focus to the entire gathering. Simplicity provides a framework for life in which to 

flourish in the midst of the complexity and chaos that any cultural context manifests. 

"The greater the complexity of the system, the greater the need for simplicity.27 

Simplicity can negotiate complexity. 

Complexity 

The second quality is that of complexity. Over the past several years, substantial 

literature has introduced the new science of complexity. Scientists define complexity as a 

group of nonlinear systems composed of enormous numbers of parts. This is a broad-

26 Ibid. 

27 Leonard Sweet, Brian D. McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer, A is for Abductive: The Language of 
the Emerging Culture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 71. 
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based inquiry into the common properties of all living things-beehives and bond traders, 

ant colonies and enterprises, ecologies and economies, you and me. "Complexity and 

chaos are frequently used interchangeably, even though they have almost nothing in 

common. The world is not chaotic; it is complex."28 For nearly seventeen centuries, 

Christendom has attempted to address complexity by means of an institutional, 

hierarchical, organizational structure, out of a desire to control and master this element. 

Like other organic qualities, complexity is natural matter in God's created order. 

In the past, achievements in molecular biology, described as "the cracking of the 

genetic code," have maintained that the strands of genes in DNA operated like some kind 

of biochemical computer executing a genetic program. But increasingly, recent research 

has found this metaphor to be in error. Rather, it has been discovered "that the complete 

set of genes in an organism, the so-called genome, forms a vast interconnected network, 

rich in feedback loops, in which genes directly and indirectly regulate each other's 

activities.'.29 

Paul illustrates this complexity of interconnected networks and feedback loops as 

he describes the function of the body of Christ, the church. 

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are 
many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one 
Spirit into one body - whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free - and we were all 
given the one Spirit to drink. Now the body is not made up of one part but of 
many. 30 

28 Richard Pascale, Mark Millemann, and Linda Gioja, Surfing the Edge of Chaos: The New Art of 
Science and Management (New York: Crown Business, 2000), 6. 

29 Leonard Sweet, Eleven Genetic Gateways to Spiritual Awakening (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1998), 20. 

30 1 Corinthians 12:4-5. 

32 



Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not 
all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and 
each member belongs to all the others.31 

The word complex is defined in these ways: "a group of interrelated ideas, 

activities, etc. that form, or are viewed as forming a single whole." Additionally, it is 

defined as, "an assemblage of units, as buildings or roadways, that together form as 

single comprehensive group."32 Using these definitions in connection with our 

perception of the church leaves little doubt that Christ's body is an extremely complex 

entity. In this sense, "complexity is another word for diversity. Only it's much more 

complex !"33 

In reality the church is a mystery. "It partakes of the mystery of Jesus' 

redemptive work. It experiences the wonder of new community and new humanity that is 

the body of Christ. The organic essence of the church is wondrously complex."34 As one 

looks at the human body, one is able to comprehend complexity, even while not always 

understanding this discordant system. A complex system is one in which a great many 

independent agents are interacting with each other in a great many ways. As people, "we 

are as different from one another on the inside of our heads as we appear to be different 

from one another on the outside of our heads. "35 

31 Romans 12:4-5. 

32 Webster's New World Dictionary & Thesaurus Version 2.0 (Macmillan Publishers, 1998). 

33 Snyder, Decoding the Church, 35. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Michael C. Armour and Don Browning, Systems-Sensitive Leadership: Empowering Diversity 
Without Polarizing the Church (Joplin: College Press, 2002), 17. 
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The church is a complex system, a living organism. Consider the complexity of a 

church composed of only fifty people. There is, first of all, the complexity of the 

interaction of all these people (multiply fifty by fifty by fifty .... !). Second, there is the 

relationship of each person to God, with no two relationships being quite the same. 

Throw in the complexity of personality types, cultural backgrounds, family experiences, 

job involvements, physical health or illness, denominational traditions, aesthetic tastes, 

and the multitude of choices each person makes daily, and you begin to get some sense of 

the church's real complexity! "The church is a complex ecology of spiritual, physical, 

social, political, psychological, and economic dimensions."36 

The very fact that people are diverse indicates that God intended the living 

organism of the church to be complex. Diversity creates complexity. "Diversity, you 

might say, is 'wired' into us. God created us that way. And since His gifts are always 

good, we need to see diversity as a blessing, not a curse."37 Even the simplest 

congregational paradigm results in complexity because of the relational dynamics present 

within each congregation by God's divine design. Rather than denying complexity, the 

organic paradigm embraces it. It is in the journey where understanding and learning 

evolve, as participants within the organism find themselves stronger together than apart. 

Biotic Potential 

Another organic quality is "biotic potential." "Every student of God's creation­

Christians and non-Christians alike-will eventually stumble upon something scientists 

36 Snyder, Decoding the Church, 38. 

37 Armour and Browning, 16. 
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call the 'biotic potential' ."38 Almost all of life is based on the multiplication of organic 

cells. "When we understand that the church is a creation of God, a 'biotic' organism, we 

must look for God's natural organic principles to understand how it grows."39 One 

characteristic of biotic potential is its ability to utilize a minimum amount of energy to 

produce maximum results, and it occurs without outside intervention. 

When this organic potential is in place, it prevents the church from becoming 

manufactured and shaped by outside forces, but allows it be recreated by the Spirit of 

God according to his design pattern. This biotic potential relates as well to the issue of 

simplicity. Nothing needs to be manipulated or manufactured in order for growth and 

health to occur. It occurs naturally as church lives out of its organic ecclesiological 

nature. Organic life has the natural potential to grow and reproduce itself. In his book, 

Natural Church Development, Christian Schwarz explains this natural characteristic, 

"Natural means learning from nature. Learning from nature means learning from God's 

creation, and learning from God's creation means learning from God the Creator."40 

A key Scriptural passage in understanding the biotic process is Matthew 6:28: 

"See, how the lilies of the field grow. "41 

The word 'see' does not fully cover the implications of the Greek word 
katamathete. This is the intensive from of manthano, meaning 'learn,' 'observe,' 
'study,' or 'research."' Whenever the Greek kata is used in the form of a verb, it 

38 Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of 
Healthy Churches (St. Charles, IL: ChurchSmart Resources, 1996), I 0. 

39 Wolfgang Simson, Houses that Changed the World: The Returning of the House (Cambria, UK: 
OM Publishing, 1998), 15. 

40 Schwarz, 8. 

41 Matthew 6:28. 
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usually intensifies the word. In this context it would mean to diligently learn, 
observe, study, or research.42 

The imperative is not in regard to the beauty of the lilies, but rather their growth 

mechanisms, namely how they grow. The growth of plants and other living organisms 

reveal that they possess "biotic potential," the capacity of an organism or species to 

survive and reproduce. "We should release the biotic potential which God has put into 

every church."43 This "biotic potential" is observed in nature through the apple tree that 

bears apples simply because it's an apple tree. It was designed by its Creator to bring 

forth apples. The tree does not labor bearing apples, it does so by virtue of its nature. 

When we understand that the church is a creation of God, a "biotic" organism, we 

must look for God's natural, organic principles to understand how it grows. Biotic 

principles utilize the minimum amount of energy to produce the maximum results, and it 

happens "all-by-itself."44 Nowhere in Scripture is this principle more clearly illustrated 

than in John 15:4-5: 

Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must 
remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. I am the 
vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear 
much fmit; apart from me you can do nothing. 

42 Schwarz, 9. 

43 Schwarz, 10. This does not eliminate the need for disciples to be taught the basics of their faith 
and spiritual skills to mature and grow. In reference to the term "biotic potential," believers are taught the 
following: ( 1) How to cultivate the soil of human hearts by building relationships; (2) How to sow the seed 
of the Word when appropriate in relationship to the particular soil; (3) How to tend the plants following 
germination, and (4) Particulars in harvesting the fields in various cultural contexts. But instruction on how 
to grow (to germinate the seed) is understood to be God's responsibility. 

44 Simson, 15. 
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Strongly suggested in this text is that as the branch remains in the Vine, fruitfulness of 

the branch occurs as a result of its relational connection and total dependence on the 

Vine. 

This biotic potential is available to every congregation for the purpose of growth 

and development. The use of marketplace and corporate growth models stunts the 

natural/spiritual biotic potential from being released and thus suppresses God's designed 

pattern. Good intentions would be better utilized in minimizing obstacles to God's 

natural growth process. This is not to say that no effort be administered, but to remember 

that God's design is readily available if patience and persistence is exercised. 

Self-Organization 

The last organic quality to be mentioned is self-organization, which refers to a 

process in which the internal organization of an open system increases automatically 

without being guided or managed by an outside force. Self-organizing systems typically, 

though not always, display emergent properties.45 Self-organizing is a shared dynamic 

within living systems. 

Fritjof Chapra in Web of Life describes the following self-organizing 

characteristics which are the main elements of the unified theory of living systems. The 

second and third characteristics are our focus because of their relationship to the organic 

nature of the church. The first characteristic is only briefly mentioned. 

45 See Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emergence (accessed 
September 9, 2004). This website defines "emergent" as a process of deriving new or coherent structures, 
patterns, and properties in a complex system. This phenomenon occurs due to the pattern of interactions 
between elements of a system over time. It should be noted that the North American Church qualifies as a 
complex system within the parameters of this definition. Self-organization in a system typically occurs in 
the context of complexity and/or chaos. For a greater development of this idea, see Fritjof Caprica, The 
Web of Life: A Scientific Understanding of Living Systems (New York: Anchor Books, 1996), 75-111. 
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