The Future of Church Revitalization: What
the New Wave of Pastors Will Look Like

test

by Sam Rainer

Church revitalization is not new. In one sense, it is as old as the church itself. The New
Testament is filled with corporate calls to repentance, renewal, and reform. If ever a
church needed revitalization, it was Corinth, a chaotic congregation filled with

controversy.

What is newer is the formal study of revitalization as a ministry discipline. For years,
these churches were more often described as “comeback churches” or “turnaround
churches,” and the work was often misunderstood. Many assumed revitalization was
either a proving ground for young pastors or a temporary stop on the way to a more
desirable ministry assignment. But that understanding is changing. We now know far
more about what it takes to lead a struggling church toward health. We know more
about the actions required, the strategies that matter, the metrics worth watching, and

the spiritual warfare that often comes with the work.

And increasingly, we are learning that revitalization is not just about methods. It is also
about the kind of leader who is willing to walk into hard places and stay long enough
to make a difference. At Church Answers, we have hundreds of interactions with
revitalization efforts every year, and a leadership profile is beginning to emerge. The
new wave of church revitalization leaders is not defined by any one age bracket,

personality type, or ministry style. But they do share several common characteristics.

They are all ages. There is no perfect age for a revitalizer. Some are younger pastors
with energy, resilience, and a willingness to take on difficult assignments. Others are



older pastors with wisdom, patience, and the maturity to navigate complex
congregational dynamics. With the median age of pastors now around 60, it should
not surprise us that many retired or late-career pastors are stepping into revitalization
work. At the same time, we need a much stronger pipeline of younger leaders willing
to give themselves to difficult churches. Age is not the deciding factor. Calling,

conviction, and courage matter more.

They are optimistic. Not naive. Not detached from reality. Not blind to problems. Real
revitalizers are often deeply realistic. But realism is a tool, not a disposition. Optimism
is the posture. Realism helps leaders read the map. Optimism gives them the compass
to move people forward. Struggling churches do not need leaders who merely explain
why decline is inevitable. They need leaders who can see the problems clearly and
still believe God is not finished. Too many pessimists today masquerade as realists.

But pessimism rarely leads anyone anywhere worth going.

They are outwardly focused. Healthy revitalization always includes a renewed
commitment to mission. Churches become inwardly focused when leaders become
inwardly focused. Conversely, a culture of evangelism usually starts at the top. If the
pastor is reaching people, talking about the community, and keeping the
congregation’s eyes outward, outreach can become part of the church’s culture again.
A church will not become evangelistic by accident. Evangelistic churches have
evangelistic pastors. Rarely does a church have a culture of evangelism if the pastor
does not lead the effort.

They are generalists. Good preaching matters, but good preaching alone is
inadequate for revitalization. Struggling churches need more than gifted
communicators. They need leaders who understand people, systems, strategy, and
structure. Revitalizers must know how to navigate relationships, make organizational
decisions, and lead through conflict. They do not need to be experts in everything on

day one. But they must be willing to learn what the moment requires. Revitalization



pastors are not just preachers. They are also shepherds, strategists, teachers, and

change agents.

They have grit. Church revitalization is rarely glamorous. It is usually slow, often
frustrating, and sometimes deeply discouraging. Angela Duckworth defines grit as a
blend of passion and perseverance for long-term goals, and that definition fits
revitalization well. The leaders who succeed are those who care deeply and stay
faithful. They do not quit at the first setback. They do not assume resistance means
failure. They understand that meaningful change in a church often takes years, not

months. Grit keeps a leader from leaving too early.

They are prayer warriors. Prayer is not optional in revitalization. It is not a ministry
accessory. It is essential. Prayer sustains passion. Prayer fuels perseverance. Prayer
produces discernment. Prayer sharpens wisdom. Prayer even protects optimism,
because it reminds leaders that the future of the church ultimately rests in God’s
hands, not theirs. Revitalization pastors must do more than manage people and

execute plans. They must fight spiritual battles on their knees.

They seek accountability proactively. One of the most overlooked qualities in
leadership is a willingness to be held accountable. Some leaders resist accountability
because they think it slows change. Maybe it does in the short term. But abandoning
accountability in the name of speed is a costly mistake. Many church leadership
failures can be traced back to weak accountability structures. Healthy revitalizers
understand that accountability is not an obstacle to leadership. It is a protection for

leadership.

They value church safety. This point may seem out of place until you consider the
realities of modern ministry. Churches gather often. Churches welcome everyone.
Churches want new people to attend. Churches typically operate with high trust and

low security. That combination makes them vulnerable. Wise revitalization leaders



understand that caring for people includes protecting people. Church safety is not

about operating in fear of liability but rather about protecting the flock spiritually.

They understand politics. Not partisan politics, but organizational politics. Every
church has scarce resources, competing priorities, and differing opinions. That means
conflict is inevitable. Revitalizers know how to navigate these waters without becoming
manipulative or cynical. They understand that leadership requires more than vision

casting; it also requires wisdom.

They are decisive. Revitalization may feel slow from the outside, but it often advances
through a series of decisive moments over time. Leaders identify problems, make hard
choices, and keep moving. Indecision stalls momentum. Decisiveness, paired with
humility and wisdom, keeps progress alive. What looks like a long process is often a

series of quick problem-and-solution moments spread over years.

The new wave of church revitalization pastors and leaders does not fit into a single
narrow mold. They are young and old. Strategic and prayerful. Optimistic and realistic.
Gritty, outwardly focused, accountable, and decisive. As the field of revitalization
matures, one truth is becoming clearer: the future of revitalization will depend not only

on better methods, but on better-prepared leaders.
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