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NCD Cycle Manual:  
For churches working on the ir  NCD Survey results  

 

 

This manual is a resource for implementing NCD principles. These principles are based on 

the original concepts, ideas and research of Christian A. Schwarz and Christoph Schalk of 

the Institute for Natural Church Development International.  

 

The original version of this manual was written by Ian Campbell when he was the Director 

of NCD Canada, and has been updated somewhat by Bill Bickle, the current National 

Partner in Canada. The process it contains is based on the new NCD Cycle, conceived by 

Adam Johnstone, Director of NCD Australia. This NCD Cycle has been published in Natural 

Church Development: a Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of Healthy Churches by Christian A. 

Schwarz (2006 edition).  

 

The diagrams used in this manual are subject to copyright and used with permission.  

 

This manual is provided to you free of charge.  

¶ You are permitted to print all or selected parts of this manual for distribution in 

a church for the purpose of working through the NCD Cycle. If you do so, 

please ensure that all diagrams are reproduced in color, otherwise their meaning 

will be lost.  

¶ You are permitted to forward this entire manual digitally or in print to others 

who may be interested in the NCD principles and process it contains. Do not 

forward parts of it only. 

¶ You are not permitted to reproduce the content of this manual in whole or in 

part in any other form, such as in other printed or digital material, including on a 

website, or represent it as your own material. 

¶ You are not permitted to use it in seminars, presentations or similar in any form 
outside your church without first obtaining written permission from Ian 

Campbell. 

 

We have endeavored to give you as much freedom within copyright limits as possible. 

Please honor the intellectual property of the various contributors to this manual by adhering 

to your moral and legal obligations. 

 

Over time this manual will be upgraded to reflect new understandings. Please make sure 

that you have the most up to date version each time you work through the NCD Cycle 

process in your church or with a church. 
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Welcome   
 

 

Dear Church Leader, 

 

Greetings! Welcome to this manual on the NCD Growth Cycle. It accompanies the Profile 

Plus report, the detailed analysis of your churchõs most recent NCD Survey results. The 

manual lays out a process of identifying and addressing the health issues most needing 

attention in your church in the coming year.  

 

At this point you will have looked at your results and be reacting in some way. Some 

leaders in your position would be formulating plans already based on what they think is 
needed; others would still be in the process of trying to comprehend what they are seeing. 

Remember, if you are making significant decisions about your churchõs health, it is wise to 

make sure you have the correct òdiagnosisó first. You may be considering action that may 

end up being inadequate, or fails to address the issues, or even harms the church over the 

long term. So take time to read this manual. Its contents have been forged in many years 

experience working with church leaders.  

 

It is an ever present struggle to write implementation materials which meet the needs of all 

leaders. Inevitably some reading this manual will think it is too long; others will have wanted 

the process laid out more explicitly. I have tried to steer a middle course, endeavoring to 

incorporate the NCD principles within the context of a very practical and logical NCD 

Cycle process. The approach is definitely more òaskó than òtell,ó inviting you to think about 

important issues of health. Within broad guidelines, you are encouraged to decide who is 

involved and when.  

 

Donõt forget, whatever your results now, achieving sustainable healthy growth is a long term 

process. What is required is diligence in identifying and addressing the health issues facing 

your church right now and learning to apply the NCD principles as you go. If you do this, 

and keep repeating the Cycle, you will make consistent progress.  

 

Please feel free to copy this manual. If you print it off, make sure that any pages with 

diagrams based on the 3 Color concept are printed in color, for obvious reasons! 

 

When you are partnering with God to release new life and sustainable growth, there is 

nothing more satisfying. We pray that you will enjoy the journey toward greater fruitfulness 

and more abundant life, with all of its challenges and times of celebration.  

 

 

Ian Campbell  & Bill Bickle  
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1. Wh at is this manu al? 

1.1 Purpose 

 

This manual takes you through the NCD Growth Cycle, a tool developed by NCD 

International to help your church benefit from your NCD Survey results and maximize 

potential for growth over the long term. It is a simple, powerful and focused process that 

allows you to make significant progress with a minimum of meetings. 

 

The manual will help you make best use of your Profile Plus detailed analysis, the principal 

diagnostic tool for working on your NCD Survey results.  

 

1.2 In this manual you will findé. 

 

¶ An overview of the NCD Cycle 

¶ The biblical foundations of the Cycle 

¶ A clear outline of the six phases of the Cycle 

¶ Practical steps for each phase 

¶ Where to get further assistance 

 

1.3 Outcome 

 

There is no guaranteed outcome from working through this manual. However, experience 

suggests that if your church is effective in its òdiagnosisó of the issues, and gives itself 

diligently and consistently to the work that is required, greater health will result. This will be 

reflected in your next NCD Survey results in twelve monthõs time. 

 

It is not òdoing the Cycleó that brings healthy growth. Nobody can say, òWe did NCD and it 

didnõt work.ó The Cycle is not a prescribed course of action you do once and everything is 

fixed. It is a process based on principles of healthy growth that you get better and better at 

applying every time you go through it. 

 

The most important aspect of the Cycle process is to work through each phase carefully. 

Each phase depends on its predecessor, so you cannot afford to skip one. If it is your first 

time through the process, it will probably be a little uncomfortable, not only because it will 

be new to you but because it does not tell you exactly what to do. However, you will be 

much more familiar with it the second and third times through. Take your time; the greatest 

danger is rushing it. 
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1.4 How do you use this manual? 

 

This manual allows you to access it in a way that best suits you. There are three main levels: 
 

¶ Each section begins with a principle-oriented overview. Read these one after 

each other to gain an overall perspective on what the Cycle is trying to achieve. 

 

¶ Each of the six Cycle phases has an outline of the main process steps. It is 

recommended that you follow these (or something that approximates them) in 

order to do the phase well, at least for the first few cycles. Doing this will help 

teach you some of the NCD principles. 

 

¶ Additional explanations and practical helps have been included as appendices.    

 

As you begin to work through the Cycle, you will discover you are using it in church life to 

one degree or another already. Its use is not restricted to working through the results of 

your annual NCD Survey. In fact the more the church leadership uses it in all areas of 

church life the better. 

 

1.5 What do you need to get started? 

 

The only essential tools you need to get you started are: 

¶ this manual 

¶ the Profile Plus detailed analysis ð with the churchõs NCD Survey standardized 

results for the eight Quality Characteristics and the individual Survey questions 

¶ the NCD Cycle diagram (see front page or pg 16) 

 

It is strongly recommended that you and members of your leadership team have a copy of 

Color Your World with Natural Church Development by Christian A. Schwarz. This provides 

essential background on most aspects of NCD. It also includes the NCD Color Profile, a test 

which alerts you to where you and your team are likely to do well or have difficulty with the 

NCD Cycle process. 

 

If you wish to explore the foundations of NCD further, two books are recommended: 

¶ Natural Church Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of Healthy Churches 

by Christian A. Schwarz (2006 edition) 

¶ Paradigm Shift in the Church by Christian A. Schwarz 

 

Details of all these resources can be found on our website at www.ncdcanada.com.  

 

The NCD International website also has some very helpful introductory material. Go to 

www.ncd-international.org.  
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1.6 Who should be using this manual? 

 

This manual is for the pastor or senior leader of the church, the one who has ultimate 
responsibility for taking the church through the NCD Cycle process over the long term. 

The pastor may choose to delegate responsibility for working through the details in the 

manual to someone else, but must understand the overall Cycle process and retain 

responsibility for it if sustainable healthy growth is to be achieved. 

 

The pastor must then engage the elected leadership in working through the materials, with 

the option of establishing a support team.  

 

1.6.1 Elected leadership  

 

The elected leaders must be actively involved throughout the NCD Cycle. They must 

understand the process, have a good grasp of the issues and be engaged in addressing them.  

 

As a team they must be prepared to engage actively with successive annual NCD Survey 

results and consistently repeat the Cycle process if there is to be any hope of addressing the 

issues emerging from those results. This is both an individual and collective responsibility. 

 

The leadership is also responsible for including in the Cycle process all those inside and 

outside the church needed to help address the issues effectively. Information about this is 

provided in the sections on each phase of the Cycle. 
 

1.6.2 A support  t eam? 

 

You may feel it necessary to form a team specifically charged with keeping the church 

leadership working through the Cycle and staying focused on the most critical health issues. 

 

For more information on this team, see Appendix 1. 

 

1.6.3 Dangers!  

 
You face two significant dangers.  

 

The first is that the Cycle process becomes òjust another thingó that your leadership does 

along with everything else. Over time you cease giving the issues priority at each leaders 

meeting and fail to ensure the Cycle phases are worked through carefully. The other danger 

is that the leadership progressively sidelines the support team if you have formed one. This 

may be due to an unwillingness to face the issues or a lack of commitment to the process. 
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In either case it is evidence that the leadership is shutting out the possibility of change, 

consciously or otherwise. If you sense this occurring, the NCD approach invites you to 

explore the reasons why, then list them for discussion alongside the issues already 
diagnosed in the NCD Survey results as impeding healthy growth. 

 

Being aware of how your church actually gets things done (or not) is vital. Working through 

the Cycle process carefully and consistently will help you discern the strengths and 

weaknesses in the way your church operates and become more balanced in approach.  

 

1.7 Who else is involved? 

1.7.1 The òkey influencersó 

 

In your church are òkey influencersó - people who exercise the greatest influence over the 
activities and direction of the church. They may or may not be part of the elected 

leadership. It has been shown that there is a high degree of correlation between their 

results as a group and the overall results for the church. One might put it this way: 

¶ The churchõs current NCD results are a direct result of the influence, decisions 

and preferences of the key influencers over recent years. 

¶ The churchõs future NCD results will be a direct result of the influence, decisions 

and preferences of the current key influencers. 

 

Maximizing your potential for healthy growth depends on knowing who these people are 

and engaging them in the Cycle process. There is no prescribed way of doing this as every 

church is different.  

 

The òbottom lineó is that those making decisions and exercising the greatest influence, 

whether in elected positions or as key influencers, or both, must: 

¶ be engaged to help diagnose the health issues raised in the Survey results; and 

¶ be willing to acknowledge their personal responsibility to address those issues. 
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1.7.2 The Congregation  

 

Members of the congregation are part of the process at various times in the Cycle: offering 

feedback, òowningó the issues to be addressed as their own, and celebrating progress. 

Questions are often asked about how much the congregation should see of the Survey 

results and how such results should be presented. Recommendations have been made 

where required in this manual. 

 

1.7.3 Outside assistance  

 

It is not essential to have someone from outside the church help you through the Cycle 

process, but it can be beneficial.  

 
Long experience suggests that church leaders often experience difficulties at one of three 

points during the Cycle: doing an effective analysis of the Survey results; developing a useful 

plan; and staying focused on implementing the plan.  

 

Appendix 2 addresses the what, who and how of engaging outside help. It is suggested that 

you read through the entire manual before making any decisions. 

 

1.8 How long does this process take? 

 

You should aim to work through the Cycle in one year and then repeat the NCD Survey 

before commencing the process again. There are two good reasons for this timeframe. 

¶ An annual Survey fits into the natural cycle of church life. It is common sense to 

do it at the same time each year to check on progress and determine priorities 

for the coming year. (At 3.6.3 is an indicator of how the year can be divided up.) 

¶ If you leave repeating the Survey for much longer than that, it gets difficult to 

determine what decisions, actions or activities produced the changes (up or 

down!) in your Profile Plus. That makes it difficult to reinforce initiatives 

stimulating greater health and putting a stop to those which arenõt. 

 

Some churches lose focus in their first year of working through the Cycle. We recommend 

they redo the Survey at the twelve month mark anyway. The Survey measures the overall 

health of the church. The results will indicate the health consequences for the church of all 

decisions and activity over the previous 365 days. If the church leadership has identified and 

removed barriers to growth, this will be evident in the results. If not, it will also be 

apparent.  

 

The NCD process is not about once through the Cycle; it is a long term process of 

continuous improvement where barriers to growth are identified and removed by applying 
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NCD principles to stimulate sustainable healthy growth. (Seeing the Cycle as part of a three 

dimensional spiral is discussed in Section 3.)  

 
So how long does this process take? In one sense it is an annual process ð once through the 

Cycle; in another sense it is a continuous process that never ends. Even the healthiest 

churches and denominations using NCD know that every year there are areas they need to 

work on to keep growing in health, and avoid slipping back. In fact experience suggests that 

the longer most churches stay in the NCD process and the healthier they become, the more 

diligent their leaders are in paying attention to the annual NCD Survey results.  

1.9 Have you set realistic expectations? 

 

1.9.1 Of your understanding of NCD   

 

It takes time to understand the process and how to apply the NCD principles. Do not try 

to master the theory before beginning the Cycle. NCD is best learned òon the jobó and not 

with your head in the books. Getting started on the Cycle and being consistent in working 

through the six phases on a regular basis is the best thing you can do. 

 

 

1.9.2 Of how quickly you will make p rogress   

 

Many churches achieve excellent qualitative growth in the first few cycles. Consistent 

improvements are an investment in a healthy future. Some leaders get concerned that the 

return on that investment in terms of growth in numbers is not as fast as they would like. 

Quality leads to quantity but you must not have unrealistic expectations that growth in 

numbers will follow immediately on the heels of church health improving. Your churchõs 

health may need to improve substantially, and stay higher, before numbers increase. 

 

It is not unusual for churches to take several cycles working on preliminary issues to be in a 

position, or have the confidence, to address the most significant issues impeding the long 

term healthy growth of the church.  

 

If you stay focused on working through each Cycle, consistently identifying and addressing 
barriers to growth, the health of the church will continue to rise and quantitative growth 

will occur òall by itself.ó   

 

 

1.9.3 Of God   

 

The healthy growth of your church involves a partnership with God, the One who gives the 

life and growth (see Section 2).  

 

There is a question in the NCD Survey, òI firmly believe that God will work even more 
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powerfully in our church in the coming years.ó Is your answer based on your view of who 

God is or where your church is at? No matter what your churchõs health currently is, you 

must begin by believing that God is greater than the issues facing your church, that he really 
wants your church to grow, and that he really wants to partner with you in the process. 

Mark 9:24 might be a good prayer for your leadership to begin with. 

 

1.10 Reflection Checklist 

 

Here are some questions to reflect on and pray about as you begin the NCD Cycle this 

time around. Do this exercise with various members of the leadership in particular. Write 

some answers and after reviewing them, file them for retrieval in a yearõs time when you 

come back to repeat the Cycle. 

 

 

Æ How would you describe the life and health of your church right now? What has 

occurred in the past year that has influenced this assessment? 

 

Æ What òfruitó are you seeing for your efforts and that of others? Describe it.  

 

Æ Do you and your people have a heart for growing the church and a hope for 

òincreasing fruitfulnessó in future? What circumstances are giving cause for hope 

or otherwise? 

  

Æ Do you find it easier to manage the churchõs programs and activities or build 

teams and grow people? 

 

Æ Do you define success more in terms of quantity (numbers and activity) or 

quality (greater health and growing spiritual maturity)? 

 

Æ Do you see your church more as an holistic organism or as a spiritual 

organization? 

 

Æ Are you able to take a long term view when it comes to addressing the health 
issues facing your church? How long are you willing to give this process? 

 

Æ How are you personally going to remain focused on identifying and addressing 

the main health issues amidst all the other demands of church life?  
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2. Biblical Foundations for the NCD Cycle  

2.1 Introduction  

 

The biblical foundations are laid down in two ways. First, there are some central biblical 

themes that undergird the Cycle as a whole. Secondly, there are specific biblical 

understandings underlying each of the six phases of the Cycle.  

 

The purpose of laying down these foundations is not to òproof textó the Cycle process but 

to show that at its core are biblical principles which, when implemented, not only encourage 

sustainable healthy growth but stimulate a greater understanding of the nature of God and 

how he works. 

 

2.2. Some Biblical beginnings 

2.2.1 Mark 4:26 -29 ð a long term process based on partnership  

 

NCD stresses our partnership with God in growing a healthy church. This is well illustrated 

in Jesusõ Parable of the Growing Seed. Jesus offers a picture of how God expects to partner 

with his people in growing the kingdom. He says: 

 

"This is what the kingdom of God is like.  A farmer scatters seed on the ground.  Night and 

day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know 

why.  All by itself the soil produces grain ð first the stalk, then the head, then the full 

kernel in the head.  As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest 

has come." (Mark 4:26-29) 

 

Jesus points to kingdom growth as a cooperative effort: 

¶ The farmer creates an environment which maximizes the potential for new life 
and growth by consistently removing the obstacles to healthy growth, 

¶ but God alone brings that life and growth (which appears to the farmer to occur 

"all by itself"). 

 

The role of God's people is to be like the farmer. We cannot give life and produce growth. 

All we can do is maximize the potential for growth. This is done by a continual process of 

identifying the barriers impeding growth in church life and removing them in a timely 

fashion. In this way the potential for ôall by itselfõ growth is constantly maximized. NCD calls 

this the Minimum Factor strategy ð identifying the barriers impeding the growth of your 

least healthy Quality Characteristic each year and applying universal principles to remove 

those barriers, releasing the òall by itselfó growth. 
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At its heart, the NCD Cycle process is about learning to grow that partnership in practical 

ways resulting in ever increasing productivity and fruitfulness. For many leaders who are 

used to setting their own growth agenda and then praying for God to bless it, it may take 
several cycles to find a new balance in this partnership.  

 

2.2.2 John 10:10 ð the abundant life  

 

Jesus says, òI have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.ó In other translations 

this last part reads, òéhave it in abundance.ó True life in Christ is not one just of surviving, 

but thriving. We are to hope for, expect and experience abundant life whatever our 

situation may be.  

 

This is not easy for churches and leaders going through difficult times. The NCD Cycle 

process helps them grow in their capacity to recognize where God is bringing new life 

among them as barriers to growth are identified and removed, to respond to that new life 

and to enjoy it. As each new Cycle unfolds, the more apparent abundant life in Christ 

becomes.   

 

2.2.3 John 15 ð fruitfulness on the Vine  

 

An increasingly abundant life in Christ brings kingdom responsibilities. In John 15, Jesus calls 

on each of us to contemplate seriously what it means to be fruitful. He poses the following 

challenges: 

¶ We are all called to lead fruitful lives (v15:16a). 

¶ We are to bear lasting fruit, that is, fruit bearing long term results for the 
Kingdom (v15:16b). 

¶ We should aim for more fruit rather than less because it brings glory to God 

(v15:8). 

¶ We need to know in very concrete terms if we are bearing fruit because 
fruitlessness is not acceptable (v15:2a, 6). 

¶ God expects to work with us over time so we become increasingly fruitful 

(v15:2b). We should never reach a point of contentment in our spiritual 

growth or the things we have achieved with him for the Kingdom. 

 

None of these elements of fruitfulness are achieved without effort on our part. We have an 

ongoing, continuously active part to play in the partnership. 

 

The Cycle provides a framework for a church and its leaders not only to become fruitful, 

but increasingly fruitful. It should come as no surprise that an increasingly abundant life and an 

increasingly fruitful one go hand in hand. 
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2.2.4 Ephesians 4:11-13 ð growin g people grows the church   

 

The church is an holistic organism not merely a spiritual organization. In its essence it is the 

gathering of Godõs people as the Body of Christ, enlivened, equipped and directed by the 

Holy Spirit. It is not fundamentally a building with a collection of programs, activities and 

events. Many leaders accept this in theory but act differently. They confuse activity with 

outcomes, paying more attention to doing things than growing people.  

 

It is a truism that as a leader, to grow your church you must grow your people. This is the 

import of Paulõs message in Ephesians 4:11-13, that the maturity of the body of Christ 

depends on leaders who òequip the people for works of service.ó As all the parts of the 

body continue to grow to maturity, so grows the body as a whole. 

 

The fatal presumption is that keeping people busy with programs, activities and running the 

òmachinery of church lifeó automatically results in the spiritual growth of individuals and the 

body as a whole.  Take the following example. You are a leader with a congregation of 100 

people at the beginning of the year but no idea whether they are growing spiritually. One 

year later you have 110 people but still no idea if they are growing spiritually. Are you in 

front? Is a rise in attendance your main measure of success as a leader? 

 

The NCD Survey results are a direct reflection of the current collective spiritual maturity of 

the church. A church with a long history and attendees with many years of faith may 

currently be quite immature.  

 

One important way of thinking about the NCD Cycle process is that if it is done well, it 

progressively strengthens your people in areas where they are less spiritually mature. The 

focus shifts from just determining whether an activity or event is òfruitfuló to identifying and 

encouraging the work of God in peopleõs lives.  

 

2.2.5 Romans 12:2-3 ð a process of continuous transformation  

 

In Romans, Paul tells believers it is imperative they be continuously transformed by the 

renewing of their minds so they are able to test and approve Godõs will and, by implication, 

put it into practice.  

 

Transformation into Christ-likeness, and the abundant life and increasing fruitfulness which 

results, is not a one off event for individual believers. Nor is it for churches. The NCD 

Cycle provides a continuous path of ongoing transformation based on a growing perception 

of where God is at work and acquiring the necessary discernment, skills and wisdom to 

respond accordingly. Each point of growth acts as a foundation for the next.  
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This is achieved, according to Paul, by regularly making a òsober judgmentó or òhonest 

assessmentó of your current spiritual situation. This realistic, practical approach is part of 

what keeps equipping the church to discern the next steps needed to maintain its ongoing 
growth in spiritual maturity.  

 

2.3 Biblical concepts underlying each phase of the Cycle 

 

At its heart, the NCD Cycle (see diagram on p17) is about growing Godõs people to greater 

maturity in Christ. For this to occur, the process contained in the Cycle must help a church 

grow its partnership with God on a continuous basis, such that the overall health of the 

church continues to rise and the end result is òall by itselfó growth. It is vital, therefore, that 

each phase of the Cycle is biblically grounded: where Scripture informs our understanding of 

the practicalities of the process, and then increasing sensitivity to how God is at work 

among his people informs our understanding of Scripture.  

 

Great care has been taken to ensure each phase of the Cycle sits on strong biblical 

foundations. These are outlined in the next section (3.5.2). Full details for each phase appear 

in Appendix 3, which provides a large number of references for study, reflection and 

preaching. 
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3. The NCD  Cycle Process 
 

 

 
 

3.1 First impressions  

 

Without reading further, spend a several minutes contemplating the NCD Cycle. 

 

Æ Do you have some initial understanding of what each phase might mean? 

Æ Do you see a natural flow from one phase to the next? 

Æ Can you see why each phase is essential? How do they depend on each other? 

Æ Why would repeating the Cycle regularly strengthen your churchõs partnership 

with God in growing his kingdom? 

Æ Do you have a preference for one or more of the phases? Why? 

Æ How might the Cycle contribute to growing your church to greater health? 

Æ Why is no starting or finishing point immediately apparent? 

 

As you will see shortly, the Cycle process has profound implications for the way churches 

go about partnering with God for growth. Yet it is already familiar; it does not introduce a 

radically new way of doing things. Every church leader is already using the Cycle phases to 

some degree: perceiving how church life is going, testing those perceptions, developing 

greater understanding, planning, taking action, and seeing the resultant impact on the 

experiences in the church.  

 

The key to progress is to understand what God requires of a church in each phase, doing 

that phase well as part of completing the whole Cycle, then repeating the Cycle. It takes a 

little practice with some of the mechanics of each phase to begin with but ultimately it is not 

difficult. 
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3.2 Cyclical versus linear thinking 

 

Much of what we do in the Western world, and therefore the Western Church, is based on 
linear thinking. Everyone knows the standard approach to planning: (1) know where you are, 

(2) decide where you want to be, and then (3) put a plan in place to get there. Itõs always 

about getting from A to B. But is it?  

 

The world that God created naturally operates in cycles. It is the natural order of all 

growing things. We acknowledge this without even thinking twice about it. The cycle of life 

is something we take for granted.  

 

Cycles are part of the everyday life of churches. The òchurch yearó is but one example. 

However, very few church leaders pursue the growth of their church in a systematic cyclical 

way. Yet adopting a cyclical approach is the most effective way to address issues of life, 

health and growth, particularly if you want to partner effectively with God. Experience has 

shown that farmers and others whose lives are largely influenced by the forces of nature 

intuitively understand the power of the cyclical approach to life whereas those from the city 

find it harder to grasp.  

 

When we think cyclically, it is easier to grasp vital biblical concepts such as the call for 

continuous transformation (Romans 12:2) and being on the path of òincreasing fruitfulnessó 

(John 15). 

 

3.3 NCD Cycle as Spiral 

 

The health of a church is never the same from year to year, whether it works consistently 

on addressing current health issues or not. All activity in church life contributes in some way 

to the long term healthy growth of the church, or not. It may come as a surprise to you, but 

there is no such thing as a òplateauó ð right now seeds are being planted in your church 

which will deliver future fruitfulness or fruitlessness, growth or decline, health or sickness.  

 

It is unwise to assume that decisions, actions and activity 

which may have produced fruitfulness and growth in the 

past will produce the same results in future, even if 

applied to what appear to be the same issues. In fact an 

entirely different response might be required now. 

 

This reality is represented by the NCD Spiral, which is in 

effect a three dimensional view of the Cycle. 

 

The NCD Spiral represents the changing health of every 

church. While a church may òbegin againó each year, it 
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will always begin from a new place on the spiral, either more healthy (up the spiral) or less 

healthy (down the spiral).  

 
More specifically, the spiral represents the fact that every time a church undertakes the 

Cycle, each of the six phases is going to differ from their counterpart in the previous Cycle 

because the churchõs health has changed, bringing new issues and dynamics. If the church is 

increasing in health, perceptions of where God is at work will be sharper, the testing 

process more focused, understanding greater, planning tighter, actions more effective ð all 

contributing to new experiences of God at work.   

 

At its heart, the spiral is about a process that progressively increases the Kingdom 

fruitfulness of everyone in church life, especially leaders. As a result the overall health of the 

church increases. Repeating the Cycle regularly is totally practical and pragmatic: 

¶ If you are acting in ways which are stimulating healthy growth you find out what 

they are so you can continue doing them. 

¶ If you are acting in ways which are causing decline you can find out what they are 

so you can stop doing them. 

 

3.4 The 3 Color Compass 

 

The NCD Cycle is based on the 3 Color Compass, also known as the Trinitarian Compass. If 

you have not read about it in Color Your World with Natural Church Development by Christian 

A. Schwarz (from page 45), you should make a point of doing so. 

 

At its heart, it is about understanding how to partner with God who reveals Himself to us 

as Creator, Jesus and Spirit. In the course of Church history, individual believers, churches 

and denominations have most often emerged with a degree of òspiritual bias,ó emphasizing 

the importance of Creator or Jesus or Spirit over the others. Christian Schwarz represents 

each òbiasó with a color ð green, red and blue respectively. 

 

These biases shape what people believe, how they live and, inevitably, the very processes of 

church life. As Christian Schwarz himself says, òIt took some time before I realized that 

having all three colors in balance is the secret both to church development and personal 
growthó (CYW, p.47). In other words, a more balanced understanding of the nature of the 

Trinitarian God and how he works among us is foundational to sustainable healthy growth.  

 

The Cycle offers a very practical process for understanding where our color biases are ð as 

leaders and as churches ð and shows how putting all the phases together and working 

through them consistently brings greater balance. This not only contributes to healthier 

outcomes in the church and greater spiritual maturity, but helps us understand the nature of 

the Trinitarian God himself.   
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3.4.1 Detecting yo ur òcolor biasó 

 

Detecting your color bias is strongly recommended as you begin the Cycle process, simply 

because it gives you forewarning of where you, and others around you, may encounter 

difficulties with the process. A good way to do this is to complete the NCD Color Profile in 

Color Your World (pp.72-79) because its results have a strong affinity with where you are 

likely to be strong or weak in the Cycle process. 

 

It is recommended that all those responsible for working through the annual NCD Survey 

results complete this profile ð church leaders, key influencers and members of the support 

team (if you establish one). Just being aware of each personõs bias is empowering. It allows 

you to build a balanced team and offers each person an environment where they can grow 

to be more balanced as you work together. 

 

3.4.2 Different ways of beginning to understand the 3 Color Compass  

 

To get an overall feel for the 3 Color Compass, three different ways of approaching it have 

been included at Appendix 4. Reference will be made to these in each phase of the Cycle. 

 

3.5 The Phases of the Cycle - Overview   

 

Before going into each phase of the Cycle in practical detail, two approaches can help us see 

how it works in overview.  

 

3.5.1 The Plain Questions  

 

 

 

 

Read the questions going around the Cycle 

starting with the Perceive phase. Get a sense of 

the flow from one phase to the next. These 

questions may appear simple and straight-
forward but they go to the heart of the Cycle 

process. 

 

Once you have read them in a personal sense, 

re-read them in the context of the church, 

replacing òIó with òweó or òusó as appropriate. 
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3.5.2 Intentionally growing the partnership  with God for growth  

 

Looking again at the Cycle, think through the following definitions of purpose for each phase 

as they relate to the partnership with God in growing the church to greater health.  

 

¶ Testing ð assessing objectively the spiritual health of Godõs people to ensure you 

are perceiving accurately his work among them. 

 

¶ Understanding ð having a clear, dependable and growing knowledge of God and 

his will for your church community, which compels you to act. 

 

¶ Planning ð developing a clear plan of action to implement your increased 

understanding of Godõs will. 

 

¶ Doing ð implementing the plan for the purpose of achieving increasingly fruitful 

outcomes, and taking appropriate action as those outcomes occur. 

 

¶ Experiencing ð increasingly sensing the presence of God among his people and 

giving thanks for the abundant life and fruitfulness he brings. 

 

¶ Perceiving ð developing a collective picture of how those in your church are 

experiencing God transforming their lives and the life of the church. 

  

ééThis then leads back to Testing. 

 

The biblical foundations of these statements can be found at Appendix 3. 

 

3.5.3 Reflection Questions  

 

Æ What sense do these overviews give you of the importance of each phase of the 

Cycle? 

 

Æ Having done the NCD Color Profile and discovered your òcolor bias,ó is it clearer 

why you would find some phases of the Cycle more difficult than others? 

 

Æ Do these overviews point to areas of strength or weakness in the way you or 

your church works to bring about growth? 

  

Æ How might each of the phases reflect something of the nature of God and the 

way he desires to partner with you to bring growth? 
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3.6 Where to begin on the Cycle? 

 

Now that you have an overview of the Cycle phases, where should you begin on the Cycle? 
There are two answers to this question ð one related to the church and one personal. 

 

In both instances the goal is to achieve a greater balance, in fact, as Christian Schwarz puts 

it, òradical balanceó ð where you are not only balanced, but aim to be strong in every area.  

 

3.6.1 Church  

 

It makes sense for the church to begin with the Test phase because it has just completed 

the NCD Survey. With the Profile Plus detailed analysis, the church leadership now has a 

highly accurate objective assessment of the spiritual health of Godõs people, as recorded by 

the people themselves. 

 

Work on the Test phase begins in Section 4 (page 23). 

 

3.6.2 Personally  

 

The 3 Color Profile and the issue of òbiasó were discussed in Section 3.4. It is helpful to 

consider the personal application of the Cycle at this point if you discovered in doing the 3 

Color Profile that you have a significant imbalance. Leaders who are balanced in their 

approach are likely to have greater success working through the Cycle, apart from any 

spiritual growth that might occur personally.  

 

To work at achieving greater personal balance, you can begin wherever you like. Here are 

two practical options. (Make sure you have your 3 Color Profile in front of you.) 

 

1. Begin from a position of strength. Start with the phase(s) that reflects where you are 

strongest according to the NCD Color Profile.  

¶ Study these phases and note down why you are strong in them and how you 

display those strengths in practical ways.  

¶ Then proceed clockwise around the Cycle to the first phase where you are not 

as strong. Of all the phases where you are weaker, this will be the easiest to 

grow in. Be intentional in studying what this phase is all about in the context of 

partnering with God for your growth and that of the church. Find others who 

are strong in this area and observe what they do that makes them effective. 

Team up with them. 

 

For example, you may have a bias towards the Plan-Do phases. To begin to become more 

balanced, you would focus on the Experience phase.  
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2. If youõre brave, you may begin on the opposite side of the Cycle from the phase or phases 

where you are strong, looking to the phase where you are weakest.  

¶ Study the phase and identify the reasons why you struggle with it or prefer to 
avoid it.  

¶ How would it help the fruitfulness of your life and ministry to grow in this area? 

¶ Find others who are strong in this area and observe what they do that makes 

them effective in this area. Team up with them and find ways to blend your 

strengths. 

 

For example, if you have a bias towards the Plan-Do phases, you would begin with the 

Perceive-Test phases. Your bias is towards action first ð òJust do itó ð and to head for the 

other side of the Cycle is a recognition of your need to learn to be more reflective, 

discerning and testing of what is happening, particularly in response to your actions. 

 

Understand that if you are a leader or key influencer in church life, your personal growth in 

the phases where you are weak will significantly enhance your capacity to contribute to 

addressing the key health issues facing the church. The ultimate personal goal is òradical 

balanceó ð being strong in all areas. 

 

3.6.3 An ind icative timeline for working through the Cycle  

 

In Section 1.8 it was recommended you repeat the Cycle annually. Having now seen the 

Cycle and in preparation for working through each phase, what is an indicative timeline for 

completing the phases in one year? While you donõt want to rush through any phase, you 

donõt want to get stuck either. Set approximate markers in the calendar for moving to the 

next phase ensuring that everyone is clear that whatever happens, the Survey will be 

repeated once the year is finished. It is the best measure of progress. 

 

Test ð 2 weeks 

 

 

 

 

Perceive ð 4 weeks Understand ð 6 weeks 

 

 

 

 

Do/Experience ð 38 weeks Plan ð 4 weeks 
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4. Test ing Phase 

 

4.1 Overview of Testing 

4.1.1 Purpose and Outcome  

 

The purpose of this phase is to get an objective assessment of the churchõs spiritual health.  

¶ It is about òdrawing the line in the sandó: stopping to review church life in the 

past year, so you can see what has or hasnõt contributed to healthy growth. 

¶ It is about broad-based testing of what has been happening in church life rather 

than relying on the perceptions of a few. 

 

At the end of this phase you should have:  
¶ An up-to-date set of NCD Survey results, in the form of the NCD Profile Plus 

detailed analysis report. 

¶ An initial comparison of perceptions and results.  

4.1.2 Basic test question  

 

¶ Are we seeing clearly what is happening in the life of the church? 

 

It is very common for churches either not to stop to test, or to make assumptions based on 

the perceptions of a few people. Sometimes it is left to the pastor alone to make such 

assessments. The NCD Survey not only provides an accurate objective measure but does so 

in all the areas of church life essential for healthy growth.  

 

4.1.3 Biblical foundation  

 

God tests our faith in different ways so we should test ourselves regularly. We are to prove 

the validity, perseverance and fruitfulness of our faith. We are to test what we understand 

to be the will of God for our lives. Testing ties in closely with perceiving and is a key to 

transformation. Is what we are doing bearing fruit for the kingdom? If yes, letõs do it better 

and be increasingly fruitful; if not, letõs stop doing it.  

 

To explore the biblical foundations of this phase more fully see Appendix 3. 

 

4.1.4 A 3 Color Perspective  

 

To get an overall perspective on the Test phase in the context of the overall 3 Color 

Compass, go to Appendix 4.  
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¶ The principal focus at this point in the Cycle is being effective in gathering 

information and beginning to reflect on it. 

¶ The principal role of leaders in this phase is to obtain concrete information 
enabling them to explain accurately what is happening to the churchõs health.  

 

4.1.5 Warning: missing this phase or not doing it thoroughly  

 

A true understanding of the partnership with God (what he is doing and what the church 

has been doing), and its impact on bringing about healthy growth, cannot be achieved merely 

by a superficial review of the perceptions of some people in the church. You need some 

regular objective measure to give you a clear picture of whatõs really happening.  

 

James, the great exhorter to òdo the word,ó offers a simple yet powerful image that 

captures the importance of this Cycle phase: òThose who listen to the word but do not do 

what it says are like people who look at their faces in a mirror and, after looking at 

themselves, go away and immediately forget what they look likeó (1:23-24). 

 

To test effectively, you cannot afford not to stop and look carefully. Avoiding this phase on a 

regular basis, or skipping over it superficially, is a decision for incomplete understanding at 

best and total ignorance at worst. This has negative consequences for the churchõs health, 

which will become painfully apparent when returning to this phase of the Cycle in future. 

 

4.1.6 Who should be involved in  this phase? 

   

The NCD Survey results should be considered first by the pastor or senior leader of the 

church as a matter of courtesy and respect. 

 

The pastor should then bring it to the leadership team (perhaps after personally working 

through the Understand phase where the use of the Profile Plus detailed analysis is 

explained). Once the leadership team has had an initial look at the results and has a good 

understanding of the NCD Cycle and its requirements, it can determine who else needs to 

be brought into the process, such as a support team or somebody from outside the church 

such as a coach (see Appendices 1 and 2). 

 

It is not recommended that the results be shown to the congregation until the Profile Plus 

report is fully understood. 

 

4.2 Process 

 

There are four steps for working through this phase, each of which is explained in a sub-

section below.  
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1. Complete the NCD Survey 

2. Process initial reactions to the results 

3. Review your perceptions of church life over the past year 
4. Schedule the next NCD Survey for one yearõs time  

 

4.2.1 Complete the NCD Survey  

 

At this point you should have completed the annual NCD Survey and obtained the Profile 

Plus report. If not, download Natural Church Development: An Introduction for Churches from 

the NCD Canada website (www.ncdcanada.com) and follow the instructions. Return to this 

manual once you have results in the form of the Profile Plus. 

 

4.2.2 Process initial reactions  to the results  

 

There is always an emotional response to seeing your churchõs results. It may be surprise, 

confusion, happiness, satisfaction or disappointment. If you are the churchõs leader, you not 

only have to process your own response but help others do so as well. Whether you are 

feeling positively or negatively about the results, the tendency can be to avoid this phase and 

rush onto planning, or even skipping planning to òjust do something.ó Donõt!  

 

The first task is to accept the reality of an emotional response and that there are probably a 

myriad of thoughts going through your head. It is important to make the decision that 

whatever your initial response, the best way forward is to ensure you and the church work 

through the next phases effectively to get a clear diagnosis of the issues and an effective plan 

of action to  address those issues. As the apostle James might say, it is imperative the church 

stops long enough to have a good look at itself. 

 

Personal Perceptions + Emotional Reactions Í Accurate Diagnosis 

 

Appendix 5 will assist you and others to work through your initial responses to the results. 

 

4.2.3 Review your perceptions  

 

If this is your first time through the NCD Cycle, you will not have formally completed the 

Perceive phase. Before going to the next phase and using the Profile Plus, work through the 

introductory exercises in Appendix 6 to give you some context for the current results.  

 

If you have been through the Test phase before, you may wish to look at the questions in 

Appendix 6 again. 
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4.2.4 Schedule the next NCD Survey for one yearõs timeénow 

  

The cycle you have begun does not finish until you have returned to test the health of the 

church and determine what progress has been made. Scheduling the date for repeating the 

NCD Survey at this point achieves two things: 

¶ It helps you set a timeframe for working through the phases of this cycle. This 

helps offset the possibility of drift. 

¶ It is the ultimate way for the leadership to express to God and the congregation 

the desire to be accountable for leading the church through the issues. It says, 

òWe really want to re-do the Survey in a year to find out if what we have been 

doing is making any difference.ó  
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5. Understand ing Phase 

 

5.1 Overview 

5.1.1 Purpose and Outcome  

 

The purpose of this phase is to arrive at a clear and comprehensive understanding of the 

principal health issues facing the church, an understanding which is strong enough to compel 

action. There are several components to this. 

¶ Understanding where the church is currently healthiest, and why. 

¶ Understanding where the church is currently unhealthiest, and why.  

¶ A growing knowledge of where God is at work in and through his people.  

¶ Understanding how well the church is partnering with God ð assessing accurately 
what is fruitful, increasingly fruitful, or fruitless. 

 

At the end of this phase you will have:  

¶ Clarity on strengths: a good understanding of where the partnership with God is 

working to the greatest extent. 

¶ Clarity on weaknesses: knowing the main issues currently impeding healthy growth 

and their root causes. Working to remove these barriers will maximize the 

potential for healthy growth. (Priorities will be decided in the Plan phase.) 

¶ New insights into where, how and why God is at work in the church. 

 

5.1.2 Basic test question  

 

¶ What are the facts? 

 

This phase works through the information that has been collected from the Perceive and 

Test phases to the point where there is a common understanding of the churchõs current 

state of health. Your conclusions should be strong enough to compel action. òWe must do 

something about this.ó  

 

5.1.3 Biblical foundation  

 

Understanding in this context has two components, both of which relate to the partnership 

with God in growing his church.  

 

¶ A growing understanding of us: we are to diligently explore the results until there is 

a clear understanding of the churchõs strengths and weaknesses. 

¶ A growing understanding of God with us: seeing where, how and why God is at 

work in the church, because true knowledge of God is demonstrated by 
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obedient acknowledgement. This is the only path to increasing fruitfulness in the 

partnership because it is God alone who gives the life and growth.  

 
To explore the biblical foundations of this phase more fully see Appendix 3. 

 

5.1.4 A 3 Color Pers pective  

 

To get an overall perspective on the Understand phase in the context of the overall 3 Color 

Compass, go to Appendix 4.  

¶ The principal focus at this point in the Cycle is exploring the information gathered 

in preparation for applying what has been learned. It bridges the time of reflection 

and being proactive, which will begin with planning a course of action. 

¶ The principal role of leaders in this phase is to ensure everyone knows that right 

understanding is the basis of fruitful action ð understanding both the church and 

Godõs work in it. If there is a right understanding, the leaders will feel compelled 

to act.   

 

5.1.5 Warning: missing this phase or not doing it well  

 

Wanting to be proactive and moving to the Plan phase or even skip planning and òjust do 

somethingó runs significant risks. You may end up only partially addressing the issues, or not 

addressing them at all. It may come as a surprise but busyness is not next to godliness. 

 

More importantly, you may miss entirely the foundation on which action must rest ð a 

growing understanding of who God is and where he is at work in the church. It is not simply 

a matter of getting active and praying for God to bless what you decide. God is revealing 

himself in the process. The effectiveness of the contribution to the partnership depends on 

a growing understanding of where, how and why God is at work.  

 

You may come from a spiritual tradition that makes it difficult to draw such a clear 

intellectual divide between what God is doing in the church and what the people are doing. 

Or you may come from a spiritual tradition of demonstrating commitment by ògetting 

active.ó It may be your view that you do your part and pray for God to bless what youõve 

decided or you do your part and just leave the rest up to the grace of God.  

 

The call here is to return to the concept of partnership. If God does invite us to partner 

with him in growing his kingdom through the local church, then you need to think about 

what that means in practical terms. If the church is in step with Godõs will there should be 

an ongoing supply of fruitful outcomes, transformation and abundant life ð the ultimate 

position of ongoing sustainable healthy growth.  
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If your church is not seeing such outcomes regularly, it indicates that the understanding of 

God and of self in that partnership needs ongoing work. The greater the sensitivity to how 

and why God is at work, the better the partnership and the better the outcomes. 
 

5.1.6 Who should be involved in  this phase? 

   

The pastor should take overall responsibility for ensuring this phase is completed.  

 

One approach is that the pastor works through the results with the elected leadership to 

the point where the initial issues are identified and the leaders see the need to take personal 

òownershipó of those issues. This may require a facilitator or outside assistance from 

someone skilled in using Profile Plus (see Appendix 2).  

 

The process which follows is one of consolidating understanding of the key issues and 

generating òbuy inó from specific people within the congregation and the congregation 

generally. In this context the leadership needs to consider the following:  

¶ Is a support team needed to perform specific tasks (see Appendix 1)? 

¶ Who are the òkey influencersó and how will they be brought into the process 

(see Section 1.7.1)?  

¶ What will be shared with the congregation about the results and how will they 

be engaged to offer feedback throughout the Cycle process? (see below) 

¶ What form of outside assistance is needed, if any, to help achieve the tasks of 

this phase? 

 

It is not recommended that the Profile Plus be presented in its entirety to the whole 

congregation, either by handout or presentation, due to the high likelihood of 

misinterpretation and confusion over what is really important. Once Profile Plus has been 

worked through, it is good to present a summary which shows the churchõs health strengths 

to encourage people, as well as the key issues the leadership regards as needing attention. 

Congregational input is then sought to clarify what the leadership is thinking and to generate 

ownership. 

 

5.2 Process 

 

There are four steps for working through this phase, each of which is explained in a sub-

section below.  

 

1. Begin learning how to use Profile Plus 

2. Diagnose the current key health strengths using Profile Plus 

3. Diagnose the current key health weaknesses using Profile Plus 

4. Understand where, how and why God is at work in the church 
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5.2.1 Begin learning how to use Profile Plus  

 

What is the purpose of Profile Plus? 

 

Profile Plus is the principal tool for achieving the three major outcomes of this phase:  

¶ Clarity on strengths: having a good understanding of where the partnership with 

God is working to the greatest extent. 

¶ Clarity on weaknesses: knowing the main issues currently impeding healthy growth 

and their root causes. Working to remove these barriers will maximize the 

potential for healthy growth.  

¶ Gaining new insights into where, how and why God is at work in the church. 

 

The importance of using Profile Plus effectively 

 

Using Profile Plus effectively is essential to the entire NCD Cycle process. It is the tool 

which gives you the regular objective measure of your churchõs health, and how and where 

that health is progressing. As such it confirms or contradicts the subjective perceptions of 

various individuals in the church. (òFred says the problem is XYZ.ó òWell Fred is rightó or 

òFred is only partly correct, we can also see other issues.ó)  

 

Profile Plus is a powerful tool and you must take care to use it effectively. To get to the 

core issues, you need to ensure it is not misinterpreted nor used superficially. This takes 

some time and effort. Please read the introductory information about Profile Plus at 

Appendix 7.  

 

The methodology for using Profile Plus 

 

To gain the most from Profile Plus, you should follow this basic methodology every time you 

use it. It requires dedication but it is not difficult. As you repeat the NCD Survey each year 

and use Profile Plus, you will find it increasingly familiar and easy to use. There are three 

steps. 

 

1. Identify the major themes by looking at combinations of results 

 

The church is an organism not an organization. This is reflected in your Profile Plus. 

Not only are the Quality Characteristics connected with, and dependent on, one 

another as the eight essential òsystemsó of the church body, but individual questions 

within those characteristics are also interconnected. By looking at these 

interconnections the church body can be seen as an organic, dynamic whole and the 

unique issues facing the church emerge. 

 

Section 2.2 of the introduction to Profile Plus suggests an approach for identifying 

the major issues. Starting with just one Quality Characteristic graph, you explore 
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connections between questions by asking why such results have occurred and how 

some results might be the cause or consequence of other results on that graph. It 

takes very little time to start identifying points of connection between results. We 
call these òthemesó ð areas of interest that connect various sets of results. 

 

Having discovered some themes, you then look at the graphs of the other seven 

Quality Characteristics to see if they contain results which connect to the themes 

identified so far. These connections may add insights to what youõve already 

discovered, highlight connections between themes, raise further questions, etc. 

 

2. Identify the reasons (root causes) why these themes have emerged 

 

Once you have a list of themes, the task is to explore what has happened in church 

life which explains why these combinations of results have occurred, that is, the root 

causes. It may be an activity, approach or attitude in church life. It may be the result 

of a leadership decision. It may be the result of an historical issue in church life. It 

may be the consequence of the influence of particular people who have particular 

preferences for the way the church goes about its work. It may be the result of 

particular theological beliefs or traditions. 

 

The important thing to understand is that the Survey results have not occurred in a 

vacuum ð they are the consequence of beliefs, attitudes, activity and events in the life 

of the church in recent times. Some of these have contributed to healthy growth, 

others have placed barriers on the path to healthy growth. 

    

Understanding the root causes requires more work, but is absolutely necessary. 

Perceptions must be tested. A clear understanding of the issues is an essential 

foundation for planning and action. 

 

3. Summarize your findings 

 

Once the root causes of the themes have been explored, it is important to sum up. 

This gets everyone òon the same pageó regarding the issues, laying the foundation for 
the planning to follow.  

 

Work through the example of the methodology in action at Appendix 8.  

 

5.2.2 Diagnose the current main health strengths using Profile Plus  

 

Always begin the process of using Profile Plus by looking at the strengths of the church, i.e. 

where the church is currently healthiest. 
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Exercises 

 

Take your Profile Plus report and work through the following exercises at Appendix 9. 
 

1. Identify the churchõs main strengths by looking at combinations of results. 

 

2. Identify the reasons (root causes) why the church is stronger in these areas. 

 

3. Summarize your findings. 

 

What is the value of knowing your strengths? 

 

NCD is not just about the òminimum factoró approach but the òmaximum factoró approach 

as well, i.e. knowing your strengths and using them. Here are some ways of thinking about 

your strengths once you have identified them. 

 

¶ The strengths of the church are where there are the least number of barriers 

within the church to partnering with God in growing his kingdom.  

¶ The strengths of the church are where the church currently makes the greatest 

contribution to òall by itselfó growth. 

¶ It would not be surprising to see greater evidence of Godõs Spirit moving among 

his people in the areas where the church is strongest.  

¶ It would not be surprising to see Godõs principles for growing organisms at work 

to a greater extent in the areas where the church is strongest. (See Growth 

Forces in Color Your World pp89-103). 

¶ It takes less energy to keep the healthier results up than it is to get the lower 

results healthier. Small amounts of regular effort to stimulate the strengths will 

keep these results up. 

¶ The strengths can be used to help address the churchõs weaknesses, once they 

have been identified.  

 

5.2.3 Diagnose the current main health weaknesses using Profile Plus  

 

This now brings the church to one of the most important parts of the NCD Cycle process: 

identifying the main barriers to growth and the root causes of those barriers.  

 

It can be said without a hint of hyperbole that the failure to identify the churchõs chief areas of 

weaknesses annually, discover the root causes of those weaknesses, and address them in a timely 

manner, jeopardizes the potential for long term sustainable healthy growth. 
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Exercises 

 

Take your Profile Plus report and work through the following exercises at Appendix 10. 
 

1. Identify your main weaknesses by looking at combinations of results. 

 

2. Identify the reasons (root causes) why the church is weaker in these areas. 

 

3. Summarize your findings as specific barriers to growth. 

 

Allow plenty of time to do this exercise whether as an individual or as a group. It takes time 

to get familiar with the questions and then begin to see connections between them in the 

context of what has been happening in church life. What is most important here is the 

outcome: a clear set of issues that have been well thought through.  

 

5.2.4 Reflecting on the nature and purposes of God  

 

Two things have occurred as you worked through this phase as a church.  

¶ You have thought about the life of the church in order to explain its current 

health. There have been many memories: of the good and not so good; of the 

fruitful and not so fruitful; of the highs and the lows. 

¶ The process has also taught you something about your church as the local body 

of Christ. It is God who gives it life and growth. 

 

In both instances you connecting with the nature, purposes and activities of God who wants 

to partner with you for healthy growth in more and better ways. It is important to take 

time here to reflect solely on God himself and his work in your church. 

 

Do the exercises at Appendix 11 to bring this phase to an end. These questions will be 

revisited in the Perceive phase. 
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6. Planning Phase 

6.1 Overview 

6.1.1 Purpose and Outcome  

 

The purpose of this phase is to determine priorities and set clear strategies for action to 

address the most important health issues. This involves: 

¶ Deciding what the most important health barriers are now and what will be done 

to remove them. 

¶ Deciding on activities to underpin the current strengths of the church. 

¶ Deciding what has to stop in church life in order to give the priority issues the 

required time, energy and resources. 

 

At the end of this phase you will have a brief and simple plan for addressing what you have 

decided are the main health priorities. 

 

6.1.2 Basic test question  

 

¶ What is most important now? 

 

Many of the issues worked through in the Understand phase will be important. Some people 

will see some issues as more important than others. Not everything can be done, nor 

should it be. The first stage of planning is to set priorities, working hard to decide what is 
most important for the churchõs health right now. Some issues may be critical to the survival 

of the church. Resolving some issues not may cause others to diminish in importance.  

 

6.1.3 Biblical foundation  

 

This phase takes its cue from the Old Testament where the concept is less about a physical 

plan (important though that is) and more about the act of planning. In effect, this is a decision 

by Godõs people to take action which brings their will into greater alignment with Godõs. 

The bottom line is that Godõs will always prevails and the will of the people only prevails if it 

is in line with Godõs.  

 

Planning therefore requires careful deliberation and diligence, resulting in decisiveness, and the 

determination to execute faithfully the decisions reached. In keeping with the biblical 

understanding, it will involve stopping doing some things just as much as starting others 

because it has been determined that some things are either not Godõs will or not as aligned 

with Godõs will as other decisions or activities.  
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It is a dynamic process, not a static one. A specific plan should be done each time you 

complete this phase. However, as the church removes barriers and is increasingly sensitive 

to where God is at work, the annual plan may need to be adjusted. (You can view 
sharpening the plan as going through a mini-cycle within the main Cycle.) 

 

For full details of the biblical foundations of this phase see Appendix 3. 

 

6.1.4 A 3 Color Perspective  

 

To get an overall perspective on the Plan phase in the context of the overall 3 Color 

Compass, go to Appendix 4.  

¶ The principal focus at this point in the Cycle is being very clear on where and 

how the church will apply itself based on what is newly understood about the 

church and about Godõs will. Getting proactive, yes, but doing so in a very 

focused way, with clear decisions as to what is and is not to be done. 

¶ The principal role of leaders in this phase is to ensure that everyone involved is 

motivated to contribute. This means everyone understanding why these particular 

issues are being addressed, why they should òownó these issues personally as a 

part of the body, and why their contribution is so important for church health. 

 

6.1.5 Warning: missing this phase or not doing it well  

 

There are many risks to skipping over this phase or fail to do it thoroughly: trying to do too 

many things and spreading the churchõs resources too thinly; not identifying the most 

important issues to be addressed; not targeting energy and resources effectively; not 

establishing accountabilities and responsibilities for getting things done; and, as time passes, 

drift and loss of focus. 

 

Two quotes sum up the dangers: 

¶ òSpeed is only useful if you are going in the right direction.ó 

¶ òIf you aim at nothing, you will hit it every time.ó 

 

Perhaps more important than all these things, if true knowledge of God is demonstrated by 

obedient acknowledgement, then planning to address growth barriers is the first act of 

obedience because it reflects a declaration of the will to address the health issues identified. 

 

6.1.6 Who should be involved in  this phase? 

 

While the support team can play a role here in terms of recommendations, it is up to the 

elected leadership of the church to make the final decisions as to the key priorities. 
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If outside assistance is needed to help formulate a workable plan which has the òbuy inó of 

the key groups in the church, get it.  

 
The pastor should accept the responsibility of communicating the plan to the congregation. 

 

6.2 Process 

 

There are six steps for working through this phase, each of which is explained in a sub-

section below.  

 

1. Prioritize the list of barriers to increased church health. Choose a maximum of four. 

2. Decide a course of action that will remove the barriers chosen. 

3. Decide how to work on the strengths of the church. 

4. Decide at least one thing the church will stop doing to free up time, people and 

resources to focus on what is more important. 

5. Build momentum for change. 

6. Decide how the leadership will monitor what happens. 

 

This sounds like a huge job, particularly if the church doesnõt have a strong history of 

effective planning. It doesnõt have to be. Here are some clues: 

 

¶ If your church has generally lower than average Survey results, your capacity to 

address a range of issues is limited. You canõt be unfit and expect to run a marathon 

immediately. Choose the number of issues to work on you believe is realistic. It is 

more important that you plan to address one issue well than several issues poorly.  

 

¶ You donõt have to address all the issues immediately, you can spread them out over 

the coming twelve months. Do them in order of importance. 

 

¶ Even though you are going to be doing the NCD Survey in one yearõs time to check 

on progress, some of the issues you have chosen may not be fully resolved by then. 

Thatõs fine. Donõt delay the Survey; use the next Survey results to evaluate progress 

and help sharpen your plan. 
 

¶ If you are working through the NCD Cycle for the first time this phase may be a bit 

messy. If you come out of this phase with some clear decisions, a list of action items 

focused on removing the barriers chosen, a clear idea of who is doing what by when, 

and a commitment to monitoring progress, you will be in front. The next time you 

come to the Planning phase you will have had experience and seen the results for 

your efforts, enabling you to be more systematic. 

 

¶ Donõt forget the ultimate goal is not the best plan, it is the removal of the barriers. 

Donõt assume something elaborate is needed. Removing a barrier may only require 
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something as simple as making a decision, where the òhard workó is not in the 

formulation of a detailed plan but an act of the collective will of the leadership.  

 
¶ Get help if you need it. Find people who are skilled at planning, either from inside or 

outside the church. (Generally speaking, these people have a Red Zone bias in their 

NCD Color Profile.) 

 

6.2.1 Prioritize the list o f current health weaknesses 

 

At the end of the Understand phase you arrived at a list of key health weaknesses in the life 

of the church (see Appendix 10). 

 

1. Put these in order, with the most important issue at #1. The order can be 

determined by: 

¶ Show of hands ð what the majority of leaders think is the most important. 

¶ Deciding what is most likely to have the greatest negative impact on church life 

either in the short term or long term if not addressed immediately. 

 

2. Starting at #1, choose up to four areas to work on, depending on how many you 

think the church is capable of working on.  

 

6.2.2 Decide a course of action that will remove the barriers chosen  

 

At Appendix 12 you will find a template that you can use for each of the barriers chosen. 

 

6.2.3 Working on your strengths  as part of the plan  

 

At 5.2.2 you worked to diagnose the current main health strengths of the church. You 

should not lose sight of these in the planning process even if your key focal point is the 

areas of weakness. 

 

After you have completed Appendix 12, consider the following: 

 

1. How might you leverage the areas of greater health in the congregation to assist in 

removing specific barriers to growth?  

2. Which people are involved in the areas of church life that are healthier who may 

assist you to address the areas of weakness, through ideas or participation. 

3. It takes less energy to keep an area healthy than to help a weaker area become 

healthier. What specific, regular actions might you take as part of the overall plan to 

keep the areas identified in 5.2.2 where they are, or even moving a little higher. 
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6.2.4 What will you stop doing?  

 

Many church leaders are really fond of adding things to church life, but not good at stopping 

things. Churches often end up with òa patchwork quilt of wet bandaids,ó a range of 

programs, activities and events all plastered over the top of one another competing for 

limited time, energy and resources. There is often a sense of òweõve always done this but 

we donõt know if its produces fruit any moreó plus òdoing all these new things but we donõt 

know yet if they are making any difference.ó 

 

Revisit the biblical foundations of the planning phase at Appendix 3 and consider the 

concept of diligence in Proverbs 21:5 and how it relates to the idea of òcutting or 

sharpening.ó It is about decisive action with respect to fruitfulness or fruitlessness, based in 

a clear understanding of what Godõs will is understood to be for the church right now.  

 

Planning is not merely about deciding what will be done to remove barriers to growth. It is 

about reviewing what activities are currently bearing little or no fruit and either re-focusing 

them or bringing them to an end. Simply put, you cannot afford to expend time, energy and 

resources on fruitless activity. All the churchõs efforts must be directed at what is currently 

stimulating fruitful growth or on removing barriers to such growth. 

 

What does not seem to be clearly understood in many churches is that failing to identify and 

address areas of fruitlessness brings forth Godõs judgment. If initiatives are in accord with 

Godõs will they will bear fruit; if not, they wonõt.  

 

As one church leader put it, òWe are not good at death.ó In the short term it is easier to 

avoid the hard issues of addressing parts of the body making little or no contribution to 

healthy growth, but the churchõs health pays the price in the long term. The NCD Survey 

results consistently demonstrate that! 

 

Appendix 13 helps you think through this and make at least one significant decision. 

 

6.2.5 How will you b uild  momentum for change  

 

Quite often churches will have excellent plans aimed at addressing the right issues but there 

is no momentum for change. It cannot be assumed that having a good plan alone will 

generate such momentum. Addressing momentum is not easy, particularly if churches have 

been in decline in both health and numbers.  

 

Several things can help you generate momentum: 

 

¶ Get people committed to work at the issues until the Cycle is finished and the 

next NCD Survey is completed. Experience shows that if the church is diligent 

and consistent in addressing the issues, the results will show in the next Survey. 
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When they see the positive changes in the next Profile Plus they are encouraged. 

This releases new energy and confidence for the next Cycle. 

 
¶ Help the congregation understand the connection between qualitative and 

quantitative growth. They can know that if they work on raising the health of the 

church over time, the church will grow òall by itselfó 

 

¶ Set appropriate expectations. Get the congregation to see this as a long term 

process where the Cycle will be repeated each year. They are not required to 

solve all the issues now, just be part of making steady growth to greater health 

with progress being measured along the way.  

 

¶ Work at ways of getting every person to òownó the key issues in the plan. If 

every individual knows they can play an important part in removing the barriers, 

there is broader engagement and the results at the next Survey will be better. 

 

¶ Get the leaders and òkey influencersó particularly to òownó the issues and show 

the way by personally role-modeling what it takes to remove the barriers. 

 

¶ Help the congregation to understand the consequences of not addressing the 

issues identified. 

 

¶ Help the congregation to see that God is not limited by the circumstances that 

they see. Help the congregation see that the Cycle process is a partnership 

where they will see God at work in new ways as they engage with the issues.  

 

6.2.6 Decide how the leadership will monitor progress  

 

A simple process to stay focused and monitor progress is essential; making sure the plan is 

on track and becoming increasingly sensitive to what is happening in the church. It must be a 

No.1 priority for regular discussion by the leadership. These questions will help prepare for 

times of review. Questions to ask during a review session are included in the next phase. 

  

¶ How often will the leadership review what is happening? 

 

¶ How and where will the leadership do this review so that it the issues are not 

crowded out by other church matters? 

 

¶ What feedback mechanisms are needed to ensure the leadership has a good 

understanding of whatõs happening in the church as the plan is implemented? 

How will feedback be collected prior to times of review? 

 

¶ Would the leadership benefit from having outside assistance to do this review? 
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7. Doing Phase 

7.1 Overview 

7.1.1 Purpose and Outcome  

 

The purpose of this phase is to implement the plan consistently and faithfully. It overlaps 

heavily with the next phase ð Experiencing ð they are two sides of the same coin. This phase 

involves: 

¶ Staying focused on doing what you as a church committed to God you would do. 

¶ Monitoring progress and responding to developments where necessary. 

¶ Expecting to see God at work and expecting to see increasing fruitfulness for 

your efforts. 

 

At the end of this phase, as an expression of your commitment to God, you will have done 

your best in the partnership to address the issues! 

 

7.1.2 Basic test question  

 

¶ Are we following through and inviting God and others to go beyond the plan? 

 

Doing is a combination of commitment and expectation based on a faith in God who is able 

to do more than we could ask or imagine. It is also about inviting the church itself to òraise 

the baró in terms of faith. 
 

7.1.3 Biblical foundation  

 

This phase is about implementing the plan. This means working consistently on the right 

things in order to see increasingly fruitful outcomes. It is a fatal mistake to think that activity of 

itself pleases God, no matter how good the intentions. The focus must remain on fruitful 

doing as an act of commitment to the partnership for growth.   

 

Further, this phase is about getting beyond the mentality that any fruit is the result of a 

transaction between us and God: we do X and therefore God will do Y. It is all of grace. He 

alone gives the life and growth. However itõs helpful to know that God is a God of 

abundance, and the faith challenge in the doing is to expect him to give more than is needed 

or asked for. 

 

For full details of the biblical foundations of this phase see Appendix 3. 

 


