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Announcer:

Welcome to The Carey Nieuwhof Leadership Podcast, a podcast all about leadership, change, and 
personal growth. The goal? To help you lead like never before, in your church or in your business. And 
now, your host, Carey Nieuwhof.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, hey everybody, and welcome to episode 418 of the podcast. It's Carey here, and I hope our time 
together today helps you lead like never before. So glad to have a good friend back. Tony Morgan is in 
the house and we're going to talk church today. A lot of you are involved in church. A lot of you lead 
churches and some of you don't go to church and well, we're going to talk about why that is. And today's 
episode is brought to you by Pro Media Fire. You can book your free digital media strategy session today 
at promediafire.com/growth. And by Tony's own Unstuck Group, you can get his free church trends 
report that we talk about by going to theunstuckgroup.com/trends.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, there has been a lot that's happened in the last year and we try to tackle it from so many different 
angles. And today we're back to a conversation that was on my mind all the time when I led a church for 
20 years, and that is attendance trends. How do you even assess what's going on today? What do the 
numbers really mean? What are the numbers? How do you measure accurately? Do you use a 
multiplier? All those things that really interest me and then creating an effective digital strategy. And 
yeah, we will get into online metrics that matter. Tony is the founder and lead strategist of the Unstuck 
Group, whose goal is to help pastors lead thriving churches by coaching them to focus on vision, 
strategy, team and action. He's also the author of The Unstuck Church. And man, I've known Tony for 
years and years and years, have been so influenced by his wisdom and guidance and am excited to bring 
you this conversation today.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Hey, thank you for all the encouragement. We are so thrilled with everything that's going on in the 
podcast. Just bringing you the best guests we can possibly find, and also you are more than doing your 
part by sharing it on social media, sharing it with your friends. If you find this episode helpful, please do 
share it on the socials. Tag Tony, tag myself, and we'll make sure we respond as much as we can keep up 
with all of that. And just thanks for making this such a joyful experience. I've been a huge podcast fan for 
years and years and years and a podcaster now for about six and a half. And it's just a thrill. I have 
another podcast too. If you haven't checked it out, check out ChurchPulse weekly. If you enjoy talking 
things church, that's where David Kinnaman, the Barna crew and I do a much deeper dive into church 
things. This one is about more general leadership, but of course we always get into church from time to 
time.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Hollywood is an entire industry of writers, directors, composers, and editors who have mastered a one 
thing, the art of storytelling. Without a great team, on the movie, it's going to flop. Now, what if your 
church or organization was the same way? You need someone to actually craft your story and your 
mission online successfully. That is where Pro Media Fire can help you tell your story. From a custom 
website, to a complete social media management, they will amplify your message in a way that impacts 
the people you are trying to reach. And with Pro Media Fire, you can save on employee taxes and health 
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insurance and all the internal staff costs. Why? Well, because you contract them. So you don't have to 
tell a bad story online. Book your free strategy session today at promediafire.com/growth.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, Tony Morgan is here today to share the latest data on church attendance, digital strategy, and so 
much more. So you may do it right now, or maybe after you listen. But if you want the trends report that 
Tony and I are picking apart in detail, you can get it for free by going to theunstuckgroup.com/trends. 
With the report, you can start an important discussion at your next staff meeting or your board meeting 
about where you are as a church today and where you're headed. And if you don't know The Unstuck 
Group, this is the consulting group my church has worked with when we have needed an outside 
perspective to help us align our vision, strategy, team and action. I hired Tony myself, oh, about nine 
years ago for the first time when I was looking for some outside input and still use a lot of that reference 
work today. So you want to track it all? You can get their free Unstuck Church report, and you can do 
that by going to theunstuckgroup.com/trends.

Carey Nieuwhof:

By the way, at the end, I'm going to be talking about the coming church split that I see, a little bit of a riff 
off of what we are talking about and more. Without further ado my conversation with Tony Morgan. 
Tony, welcome back to the podcast. It is just so great to catch up with you. I treasure our time together.

Tony Morgan:

I enjoy these conversations, Carey. You really stretch my thinking when you do this. Actually, this is the 
question I have for you. I know you have questions for me, but as you look back at all of this podcasting 
you've done over the last number of years, you've learned a lot from your guests, but how has this 
podcasting changed you? How has it changed your leadership the most?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Oh, nobody has ever asked me. That's a great question. I think I've become a much better listener. I 
think I've become more curious. I think I've probably become more open-minded realizing that really, 
really smart people don't always agree with each other and that one doesn't have to be wrong to be 
right. And I hope it's stoked my curiosity. One of my heroes, he'll be on again this year if he isn't already 
by the time you hear it, and he's the only one I think it was two top 10 episodes all time on the podcast, 
but Gordon MacDonald. I think Gordon's 82 this year. And so we catch up personally and also on this 
show and for other things, he is curious at 82. And I got a few decades to go before I hit 82, but I hope 
I'm really curious. And you and I have talked about that, right?

Tony Morgan:

That's right.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Age and cynicism are frequent companions. And so I think this has made me a little less cynical and a 
little more open. Thank you.

Tony Morgan:
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I love that. Well, you've taught us so much through the years through your conversations, Carey. So I 
was just, what have you learned through this? That's good.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Thank you. And I really do love doing it. And it just never gets old and no two are the same. Often these 
days, because I have multiple shows, I'll be preparing ... and this one does six episodes a month, Tony. I'll 
be preparing up to 10 interviews a month. And sometimes that's reading books, sometimes it's just 
asking questions, but I'm like, wow, 500 episodes in, I'm not bored.

Tony Morgan:

That's good. That's good.

Carey Nieuwhof:

It says a lot.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So now it's time to pick your brain. You were saying you haven't flown in the last year either. We're 
going to talk a lot of shop here about online in particular, but you haven't flown. You've been totally 
digital. You had to pivot because you were an in-person consulting company, right?

Tony Morgan:

Yes, we were, and we will be. In fact, you and I were just chatting. By the time this airs, I will have been 
on the plane a couple of times I think to get back on site with churches. The process we learned when 
we pivoted last year, the process is still good. And people, we've served over 80 churches over the last 
year, all virtually and the process itself still works online very well, but I miss just that face to face 
engagement. And this sounds weird coming from an introvert, I know Carey, but my goodness, I just I'm 
craving just that interaction with leaders and teams again. And it's the moments during the breaks over 
lunch, over meals that I am just absolutely missing. And part of that curiosity thing for me is just being 
able to visit different places too. And so that fuels some of the thinking and creativity I think, and how I 
look at life. And so I'm looking forward to getting back to that.

Carey Nieuwhof:

You can often tell an awful lot just by walking into a building, can't you?

Tony Morgan:

Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Carey Nieuwhof:

Doesn't that tell a story?

Tony Morgan:

It sure does. It sure does. Locally here, I walked into a church just in the last couple of weeks, Carey, and 
it was tired and I thought, "Oh, that's so unfortunate," because it's the greatest mission in the world, 
and yet the facility was tired. I wanted to explore more. This is not a church we're working with. I just 
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happened to be in the community. And so, yeah, you're absolutely right. And then you walk into some 
other facilities and you think, "Oh my goodness, God is doing something amazing in this place," because 
of the way they're so intentional with how they're using their space. So yes, I'm looking forward to 
getting back onsite with churches because that's certainly, I think going to help us more effectively serve 
the churches that we're working with.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, and for business leaders too, we have a growing number of business leaders listening. I mean, 
that's true of corporate offices. It's true of restaurants. It's true of little small shops and companies, 
factories. You walk in and it gives vibe. It gives a message. Right? Would you say, and I'm not asking you 
of your past 80 clients to ask for discount at this point, but would you say-

Tony Morgan:

They did get a discount.

Carey Nieuwhof:

They got a discount, okay. Was there any diminishment you would say of your ability to really diagnose 
and consult because it was virtual?

Tony Morgan:

No, not at all. And what was amazing, Carey is, the technology has advanced so much that I would 
actually argue when it got to the strategic conversations, the interaction was stronger on video because 
everybody's at their computer. Everybody's looking at each other on the screen. And I think it just put all 
the leaders on a level playing field. So everybody felt the freedom to engage fully. And then when we're 
having strategy conversations and talking about structure and things like that for the churches that 
we're serving, those key conversations, you can still have those online very effectively. And again, tools 
using iPad to capture pictures and thoughts and things like that. So that wasn't the challenge at all. It 
was just being face to face with people and something that you lose in the dynamic of just being in the 
room with other people.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. We just did a six hour retreat with our team which was all virtual with some leaders in California. 
So there were like a dozen of us on for six hours, and you're tired at the end of it, but nobody is checking 
their phone. You are dialed in for that time. So I would imagine you ironically would get greater 
engagement.

Tony Morgan:

Yeah, it was fascinating. And we heard the several times over the last 12 months, the only leaders ... on 
the front end were just dreading two full days being on Zoom essentially. And then at the end of it, the 
response was, I'm surprised, I'm energized by these conversations. And so that was encouraging. And 
again, I'm just so grateful because, what? Maybe just five years ago, if this would have shut down our 
culture like it did, the technology was not to the place where we could continue what we were doing, 
serving churches. And so I'm just so grateful that we were able to press forward. And I think we did 
some really good work with churches in this last season, especially as it relates to not only dealing with 
the immediate crisis that all churches were facing, but thinking even in the middle of that about some 
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incredible next steps that they need to be considering. And it sounds like related to some of where our 
conversation may go today, Carey.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. So let's go there. Nobody was expecting what we got in March of 2020, but here we are emerging, 
particularly in the US onto the other side of it apparently, we'll see what happens. Globally, it's a 
different picture, but were many leaders you work with caught off guard by this? And if so, in what 
ways? And I'm not talking about, "Oh, global pandemic." I'm saying like, "Whoa, we were not ready for 
this moment."

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. I think almost everybody was caught off guard except for maybe Zoom, but they just happened to 
be in the right place at the right time I think. What didn't surprise me was the fact that people were 
caught off guard, Carey. What actually surprised me more was how quickly churches adapted. And it's 
just, for-

Carey Nieuwhof:

Like in a positive way?

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. For organizations that are not notoriously known for rapid helpful change, churches pivoted pretty 
quickly in a number of ways related to their services, getting those online, shifting discipleship strategy 
and particularly getting community groups. And the more traditional churches that we were working 
with, getting their Sunday school classes online, giving online, I mean, every aspect of the ministry really 
for the church themselves, I want to talk about maybe what didn't get online and some of it-

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, definitely want to go there.

Tony Morgan:

.... challenge we see going forward, but I actually think the church generally did very well adapting in a 
very difficult situation.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Hey, that's a great place to start on non-positive news because there've been so many challenges. What 
are some areas that were harder for adoption for church leaders you were working with?

Tony Morgan:

I think going into this, pre COVID days, I know it's hard to think back to that point, but there was a real 
wrestling I was hearing from pastors and church leaders related to digital strategies. And the concern I 
think was if we lean too heavily into this, think about streaming services, getting content online, 
engaging with people online. I think the concern was, "If we lean into that too heavily, people will not 
join us in person for physical gatherings." And for those church leaders, I think they were a bit caught off 
guard when this happened. As a matter of fact, I remember it was just in the week or two before 
everything shut down last March. And one of the churches I was working with, they had just decided, 
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"We aren't going to go online because if we do this, it's not going to allow people to come to our 
church."

Tony Morgan:

And they may have been caught off guard, but I'm so proud of that church too because again, they 
pivoted and they've made some great strides moving forward. But here's what's fascinating, Carey, is 
that whole premise of would digital compete with physical? Even before the pandemic, we surveyed ... 
this is in 2019. So this is right before the pandemic. We surveyed, it was 175 churches and found that 
growing churches are much more likely to share video content through live streaming, on demand, 
YouTube, Vimeo, and so on. And specifically 85% of growing churches were sharing video content online 
compared to only 49% of declining churches. So not quite twice as many growing churches were 
leveraging video content. And so, again, that whole premise that "if we lean too heavily into digital, if we 
lean too heavily into online, it's going to prevent people from coming to physical gatherings," the data at 
least says the direct opposite.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. What do you think is behind that? Because I've listened to Business Wars, if you follow that 
podcast, their study of I think it was Home Depot, this whole idea that clicks lead to bricks, because that 
was a big fear 20 years ago with Home Depot, with the rise of the internet. It's like, "If we put our 
lawnmowers online, no one's going to come into the store and buy a lawn mower." And then what they 
realized is, no, actually clicks lead to bricks. And Walmart discovered the same thing. When they were 
trying to go head to head with Amazon, it's like, "No, if we have a really robust internet presence, it 
actually boosts on store sales." Is that what you're seeing in the data?

Tony Morgan:

Absolutely. And we've seen it at The Unstuck Group. I've had people tell me, "Why are you putting all of 
this content out there for free? It doesn't make sense." In the last generation folks would gather all that 
content, find a publisher, put it in a book and try to sell as many books as possible. We are able to serve 
many, many more churches because we offer that content free access. It's all online, it's all in digital 
format. And because we've done that people become more familiar with how we serve churches and we 
are actually able to work with more churches because of that. And we're starting to see the very front 
end of churches leveraging that same approach to connect with new people.

Tony Morgan:

One of the churches we talked with recently, Carey, they have started ... even pre-COVID, they were 
starting to dip their foot into the water as it relates to digital strategy. And certainly, COVID even 
accelerated their focus on making sure that they really are becoming a hybrid church where it's the 
same ministry strategy both in physical gatherings and online. And over the last 12 months, leveraging 
that digital strategy, they've been able to celebrate over 600 people coming to Christ and getting 
baptized, going public with their faith. And it's just so encouraging to me now. Some of the data we're 
going to talk about, again, this is a stretch for many churches, but we're starting to see some churches 
help take the lead, help us catch a vision for what this can look like. And I actually think some of what 
we've learned during the pandemic is going to make the church healthier on the other side. And I'm 
pretty excited about that.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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So we're going to jump into the data, Tony, but I want to play that game with you that you alluded to, 
those people who said, "Why are you offering all this stuff free online?" I had a really good friend, 
because you and I work in similar space these days, right? We used to work at a church. These days, I 
serve church and business leaders. You serve church leaders and we run companies, right? So I had a 
friend of mine who I love, good friends with them to this day. He pulled me aside about seven, eight 
years ago before this was what I do full time. And he said, "Carey, I want to tell you the business mistake 
you're making, you're putting all your stuff out there for free. You should put that behind a paywall." 
And that is one way to think, right? That you are sharing the secret sauce.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Now, our unofficial slogan in the company is we want our free stuff to be better than most people's paid 
stuff. And then if you buy a product, which I think only one or 2% of my audience ever does, we want 
you to be so wowed by it that it becomes amazing, but we just have so much traffic every month on the 
podcast and the blog that it's a tiny fraction of the people who buy, but those who buy, hopefully have 
the ultimate experience. What is right about ... if you had pulled you and me together in 2005 and said, 
"Here's a business model," we probably both would have shot it down. Right?

Tony Morgan:

Yeah, maybe.

Carey Nieuwhof:

It's a paradigm shift. It's a paradigm shift. So why does that work? Why would I hire you? If I'm listening 
to every episode of your podcast, reading your blog, I subscribe to your email list, I get your quarterly 
reports, which I printed out here, why would I ever hire you? Why would I ever pay you money if I can 
get all that stuff for free?

Tony Morgan:

What we can do when we work with individual churches, it becomes a more personalized process 
obviously. And so we can get to know the context of the community that they're trying to serve. We can 
get to know their team. We can get to know their unique ministry strategy. And so we're able to bring 
our experience of working with hundreds and hundreds of churches to really focus and hone in on, 
where is God taking your church and what do your next steps need to look like? And what is the team 
you need to have in place to accomplish that?

Tony Morgan:

And you can't do that through content. You can share principles, you can share philosophies, we can 
share what we're learning from the broad scope of churches that we're engaging with, but we can't help 
the individual church through that approach. And so, yeah, it really is. I didn't go into creating a content 
platform thinking we would end up doing what we're doing today, Carey, but this is I guess God's 
providence for sure on my life and our team. Because of that platform, now we're able to serve 
churches around the world and it's so encouraging and I just am so humbled by the opportunity at the 
same point, because again, I didn't set out to do this.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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I hear you. And just for leaders ... and thanks for playing along with that, Tony. For the record, this as an 
unsolicited commercial. I have brought you in a couple of times as lead pastor when I was at Connexus 
and we've connected on a number of other fronts and I actually paid you money because I knew what 
you said, I read your blog, you didn't have a podcast at the time the first time I hired you but I'm like, "I 
think Tony can help us." And I think for those of you who are afraid to share, the point is, yeah, people 
are going to learn about you. I would have known about you, if you didn't give anything away for free, 
but I had a staffing challenge that you really helped me solve. And it's funny because we just hired again 
in the company. I still use that little strengths wheel leading from your strengths thing you first showed 
me, basically the clock where you put your ... and I'm still using that a decade later. And you were able 
to personalize it for me and I think the same is true of courses, right?

Carey Nieuwhof:

So yeah, some of that stuff you might be able to find in a blog post or 10 minute segment of a podcast, 
but what a course does or an online PDF or whatever you're offering, it focuses all of that in a very 
intentional way that's applicable in ... it's like it goes from a broad light bulb to a laser beam and all of a 
sudden, your problem hopefully is solved.

Tony Morgan:

That's right.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So is there anything more on the model? Because I think this is still something a lot of business leaders 
and church leaders are trying to get their head around. That's a shot at it from my end. Any shot at it 
from your end?

Tony Morgan:

It's just, people are not just going to show up to our churches anymore. It's a step in the spiritual journey 
and we're going to talk about that more. It's a step, but they're just not going to show up to our doors 
on Sunday morning. And so somehow I think it's around content and connections that we make with 
people. And I think, again, we can create some physical environments for some of that, but a lot of this 
work of developing relationship and building trust before people show up on Sunday morning, I think a 
lot of this hard work is going to need to happen on digital platforms. And again, I think there are a lot of 
parallels with what our two businesses are about. And certainly, there are a lot of businesses that we 
could look to to see the model actually works. And like I said, what I'm excited about now is we're 
starting to see some churches lean into this as well.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I love it too. So one of my favorite emails to get is when you release your quarterly report, and just 
before I started recording, you sent me like hot off the press, not even in published form, but at the time 
I think this episode goes live, you'll be able to share these publicly. But walk us through what we're 
seeing in churches. So this is The Unstuck Church Report. I would highly recommend you sign up for it. 
I'm excited for it. And you track with leading churches where they're at. So do you want to walk us 
through that? And we'll link to that in the show notes. For those of you who are listening, you can go 
find that on my website, but walk us through ... let's start with attendance.

Tony Morgan:

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=ygHpZ7xvVU_L6cAbV0vHKSPGcn7N9a-qseZANRXsMcV649U6P03QVVRLsIqIDnJ-2FPkKCZku26eD8x4fJQirpC4D0k&loadFrom=DocumentHeaderDeepLink
https://www.rev.com/


This transcript was exported on May 20, 2021 - view latest version here.

CNLP_418 –With_Tony-Morgan (Completed  05/16/21)
Transcript by Rev.com

Page 9 of 28

Yeah. By the way, what we did is we just pulled the data from the churches that we've worked with or 
have taken our assessment within the last 12 months. So what it's showing us now is, here's where the 
church is in the middle of COVID and comparing it to where we were prior to COVID. And what we're 
seeing is on average, churches have seen a decline in in-person attendance by close to 30%. And then on 
the flip side, this is ... and again, this is goes to some of the conversation we've had already about how 
churches quickly pivoted and are beginning to leverage a little bit better online. What we've seen is 
churches in the last year have almost more than doubled the number of online views for their services.

Carey Nieuwhof:

That's up 123%. Is that compared to 2019, 2021?

Tony Morgan:

So whenever the church took the assessment, we asked them, what are the number of online views that 
you're seeing today, and what was that number exactly one year ago?

Carey Nieuwhof:

So you're starting to get real time comparisons online or online.

Tony Morgan:

That's right.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Oh, wow. And that's 123. So you're down in-person 28%. And even, are you finding this too, Tony? I 
know this isn't in the data, but I obviously talk to a lot of leaders like you do, and what I'm hearing, even 
for churches that would be fully open or even other things, restaurants, gyms that are fully open, they're 
like, "Well, we're back but not really." People are going to movies, but they're not coming here. Most 
people say they're missing somewhere between 10 and 30% of their people are just gone, even though 
they could be back.

Tony Morgan:

That's right. And I would say that's more for the smaller churches that we're engaging with, maybe some 
of the midsize. Sometimes the more rural churches that have had a higher percentage of people come 
back for in-person gatherings. But the large, especially more suburban or urban churches that we're 
working with Carey, they're saying anywhere from 30 to 50% of their pre-COVID attendance. And so-

Carey Nieuwhof:

So the smaller the church, the more likely it is that people are back gathering in-person.

Tony Morgan:

That's right.

Carey Nieuwhof:

The larger the church, the more there's just people who are gone.
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Tony Morgan:

Which makes complete sense, right?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah.

Tony Morgan:

It's been pounded into us for the last number of months, large indoor in-person gatherings, it's not a 
safe place for us to be. And so you could look at it this way for the smaller churches, the pastors and 
church leaders that are listening, you actually have an advantage in the season, I think, over some of the 
larger churches, not only practically because there maybe are less restrictions as far as COVID is 
concerned, but it's an opportunity for us to engage relationally with people. And my goodness, after a 
year of isolation and being removed from other people, I think the opportunity for churches coming out 
of the pandemic to engage people again, I think people are going to be craving these opportunities. And 
I'm actually praying that the church broadly sees a bit of a revival coming out of this because people are 
going to be looking for those opportunities to gather with other people again.

Carey Nieuwhof:

That'd be awesome. One of the things that's down, tell us about baptism.

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. This is what I would have thought Carey, is if anything, the number of new people that were 
connecting to our church and the number of baptisms would have experienced the same level of decline 
as we're seeing in our in-person attendance. But what I saw in the data is the number of new people, 
and the number of baptisms is actually much lower. The decline has been more significant than even the 
decline in in-person attendance. So what that tells me then is the people we're re-engaging in our 
churches are folks that have been a part of our church. But if anything, right now in the season where 
churches are struggling, it's about engaging people outside the church and outside the faith. It's about 
connecting with new people. And so I think here, this is an opportunity that churches are going to have 
to revisit again, not only their digital strategy, but even physical gatherings too.

Tony Morgan:

How are we going to not only re-engage the church and get them to come back, but how are we going 
to have a strategy to engage folks that are outside of the church and outside the faith as well? So that of 
all of the data and this most recent report, that was probably the most alarming for me. And it's what I 
sensed in my gut is, after all these months, the churches are doing well, getting people to come back, 
but there's been so much focus there that we've kind of lost sight of our broader mission, which is to 
make new disciples of Jesus. And so there I think there's huge opportunity for the church in the coming 
months.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So baptism's down 52% and then the category is new people added to the church's database down 35%. 
I've got brand new content with Mark Clark coming out right now as we speak at The Art of Better 
Reaching, and we talk about a digital engagement funnel. Is some of that like turning views into actual 
relationships? Churches are still trying to figure that out.
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Tony Morgan:

That's right. We want churches to be thinking about, how do we help people move from the broader 
community to becoming known? One great way to measure that is once we have a name and a contact, 
whether that's an email or a phone number or something like that, that's an indication that we've 
helped people take that very first step from not even being interested or maybe not even being aware 
of your church and your ministry, to making themselves known. And when that happens, of course, we 
can begin to shift our strategy and how we engage with that person and be much more intentional 
about how we're connecting with that person to hopefully encourage them to take another step.

Tony Morgan:

And so we used to talk about measuring first-time guests, and I think churches should still measure the 
number of first-time guests that are showing up on Sunday morning. But through these last 12 months, 
we've tried to challenge churches. Let's go back even a few steps before that and think about helping 
someone again, moving from being not interested in faith or the church to getting to a place where they 
become known to hopefully get into a place where they become spiritually curious. And then hopefully 
at some point in the future, not only putting faith in Jesus, but actually engaging, connecting with the 
church. And it may be multiple steps in before they actually show up on Sunday morning, either for a 
service in our building or a service online.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. So have you seen like often in secular marketing marketplace language, we call those lead 
magnets. So if I go to your website, it would be get the queue to Unstuck Church Report, sign up with 
your email. You've seen that. It can be everything from join our newsletter to get 10% off if you register 
now and you have to give your email. What are churches doing in that area? And again, I have a whole 
unit on it in The Art of Better Reaching. So I definitely have opinions on that, but I would love to know, 
what are churches doing, where you've seen some start to get traction in being able to turn a viewer 
into a connection? So right now I'm just watcher number 38 or 3,038 on YouTube or on a website, how 
do you get to know that, "Oh, that's Carey Nieuwhof." What are some effective ways of doing that?

Tony Morgan:

Well, you hit on it. I think people just don't volunteer. "I'm here, this is my name, here's my phone 
number." They don't just volunteer. When was the last time you got on a business's website and just 
said, "Oh, I'm visiting your website. My name is such and such and here's my email address." You don't 
do that. But what people do is when they see something that they sense would be a value to them, they 
will gladly actually give you their name and their contact information in exchange for whatever that 
thing of value is. And my suspicion, and again, we're starting to see some churches that are gaining 
traction around this Carey is, the thing of value, is probably going to be initially some bit of content that 
addresses a question that someone is asking in life.

Tony Morgan:

And that question may be related to relationships, marriage, parenting, financial health, even spiritual 
questions. There are people outside the church and outside the faith. I know before I accepted Christ, I 
was asking what I would characterize as pretty significant spiritual questions. Like how do I get God to 
love me? And if I'm not perfect, will God still love me? And questions like that. These are questions that I 
think normal people at some point in their journey through life begin to ask. And if we can provide 
content that begins to address the questions of the person we're trying to reach, I think we're going to 
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find that they're willing to again, become known to let us know who they are. And that will be an 
indication they've taken at least another step, a baby step toward faith and toward connecting with our 
church.

Tony Morgan:

But this is actually stuff ... churches need to have a strategy around this. And then you need to have 
some metrics. You need to have some ways of monitoring whether or not that strategy is working. I 
know at The Unstuck Group, again, we practice this type of strategy. And so we'll, hopefully based on 
this conversation, folks will subscribe to The Unstuck Church Report that includes each quarter, this 
data, and it's free, but you'll have to give us your name and your contact information in order for us to 
deliver that to you. And I know as an example, over the last 90 days, we've connected with 1,400 new 
church leaders through that strategy. And so for us, those are church leaders now that have made 
themselves known to The Unstuck Group. And today, are they ready to hire us to come onsite to help 
them with strategy and structure and everything that we do at The Unstuck Group? No, but they've 
taken a first step in that direction.

Tony Morgan:

And so if they don't go any further, we're still going to serve them as best we can. But it's the way we've 
done this for years. Carey, I know you have too, but this is so new for churches. And you know my heart 
in this. It's not about growing the church, it's about helping more people have relationship with Jesus. 
And I just know how much Jesus has changed everything in my life, my marriage, my parenting, my 
purpose, my career now, he's transformed everything. He's transformed who I am as an individual. And I 
know that. I know what he's done for me, and I know there were so many people that they need Jesus in 
their life as well. And I want the church to be shrewd in this. I want them to be highly effective and 
engaging in today's culture. People that not only live in physical spaces, they're living quite a bit of their 
life online as well. And I want the church to be effective and engaging people in those environments.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, I think Seth Godin calls it permission marketing, right? You have to earn their permission. This is 
not a billboard. Billboards are not permission marketing. It's like, "Well, I was driving down the highway 
and I happen to look at your billboard." This is like, "No, I give you, Tony Morgan, The Unstuck Group 
permission to send me emails from time to time." And big chains were doing this and Lululemon's been 
doing this for years, but for a lot of local businesses, shop owners, artisans and churches, this is new 
territory and this doesn't have to be complicated. You don't have to write a 40,000 word book for an 
opt-in, right?

Tony Morgan:

No.

Carey Nieuwhof:

It can be a three page PDF. But what I like about your reports, and again, this is starting to sound like a 
commercial for your stuff. So just understand, Tony and I have been friends for a long, long time.

Tony Morgan:

I did not expect that, Carey, but thank you.
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Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, I know. No, but here's what you do well. I got a Word doc, which is awesome because this is in 
beta, but I know by the time it lands in my inbox and thousands of others, it'll be professionally 
formatted. It'll have some graphics, you put a couple of bucks into it, right?

Tony Morgan:

That's right.

Carey Nieuwhof:

And you put some thought into it, you've spelled checked it. And so when I open it up on my iPad or on 
my Mac book, it's like, "Oh, this communicates value." So find a volunteer designer and they can put 
something together like parenting tips or whatever. And okay, that's enough. You've got on a hobby 
horse of mine. General givings up a little bit, just a little bit, 1.7%.

Tony Morgan:

This is interesting. After a year of significant disruption for the church, churches are actually financially 
healthier than they were a year ago. And I mean-

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, and cash and the bank is way up.

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. It's just amazing, Carey. Giving is up 1.7%, churches have 22 weeks of cash reserves now set aside, 
which by the way, I think that's a little high. Debt has been reduced in churches. And so all of these 
factors suggest that churches are in a financially healthy place, which going back to the last Spring, I was 
very concerned for ministries around the world and the impact that this disruption would have, but 
they're in a better place financially now to the point that really, I want churches to now begin thinking 
about, what does God have for us next? What's the big kingdom impact that God has for us in the 
future? Because I think churches are at a place now, it's not just financially healthy, there's actually 
margin there that needs to be invested in the mission that God's given the church. Otherwise, I think 
we're not stewarding the resources that God has given our ministries well if it's just sitting in a bank 
someplace. We're at a place now where we need to be re-investing those resources to look forward into 
the future and to take the church where God wants to take the church.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. And that has been a question that's top of mind for every church, so many businesses, and it's 
been an FAQ on this show over the last year, and people have different opinions. But in your view, 
knowing what we know now that pandemics do happen, stock markets do crash, what would you say ... 
if I asked you, Tony, tell me how much cash I should have in the bank as an organization, what would 
you say for the average church?

Tony Morgan:

Again, I'm not telling you anything that we're not practicing at The Unstuck Group, but we set aside 
about 12 weeks, three months worth of operating expenses. These are the fixed costs, salaries, things 
like that, that we know would be difficult to change immediately. We set aside that amount of money, 
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which I'm grateful we did coming into the pandemic. You just think about having that rainy day fund and 
it was pouring there for many of us. So I'm glad we had that.

Tony Morgan:

And that amount of money, what I have found, and I've been through the recession, Great Recession of 
2008. Now the pandemic. What it does is it buys you some time so that you don't have to make 
immediate drastic changes to your organization. We didn't have to lay anybody off when this hit last 
year. It buys you some time to make some of the adjustments that are required. But I think any more 
than that, then again, you're not stewarding the resources God's provided your ministry to actually 
expand the kingdom, to be on mission, to be making new disciples of Jesus. We need to be re-investing 
those resources to accomplish the mission God's given our church.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Too much can make you lazy too, right? Complacent.

Tony Morgan:

That's right? Yeah, I think, lazy, and maybe not as creative, you're not thinking about some of the 
innovation and change that might be required for you to expand your mission impact. So I think there 
are a lot of factors. You don't want to be too comfortable I think. Otherwise, you start to rely on your 
own effort and we're not relying on God. And so should we just blind faith, be assuming we can live 
paycheck to paycheck in our churches and God is just going to provide? No, I think we need to plan 
ahead. And it's a biblical concept. We need to be wise stewards of the resources God's given us, but 
they're too much. I don't think is being wise either. So if God's given us the resources, we need to make 
sure we're investing.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So the last thing I want to do touch on, and then we got like a bunch of questions. Man, time's flying. I 
knew this could be a three hour conversation when you and I going on this stuff because we just nerd 
out. So if you're not a nerd, you're long gone, but if you are like Tony and I, and you love drilling down 
on this stuff, man, welcome to the show. So on the very final page, you've got your little ... I'll see if 
people can see it, but you've got your ... what do you call that? Church health?

Tony Morgan:

In The Unstuck Church book, I wrote about the seven phases of the church life cycle. And what we've 
done is-

Carey Nieuwhof:

Similar to Les McKeown's Predictable Success for those of you who know that framework.

Tony Morgan:

That's right, that's right. And in fact, in the book, I mentioned Les McKeown and several others that have 
used kind of this life cycle framework not only as it relates to business in the business context, but 
specifically for churches. And so we talk about the seven phases beginning with launch and then 
momentum growth, and then strategic growth. The pinnacle of this life cycle is sustained health, and 
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that's where we want to help churches get and stay for as long as possible. But on the declining side of 
the life cycle, it's maintenance and then preservation and then life support.

Tony Morgan:

And so when the book came out a few years ago, we made available another assessment. It's called The 
Unstuck Church Assessment. We made that available, again, for free. Last time I looked, over 15,000 
churches have taken that assessment, Carey.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Wow.

Tony Morgan:

And what we have seen, there's some promise there. There was some churches on the left side that are 
moving towards sustained health. There are some churches that are based on how they're responding. 
They're telling us we are in sustained health, but time and time again, what we've seen is almost 85% of 
churches tell us they are on the declining side of that life cycle, either in maintenance, preservation, or 
life support. And time and time again, the biggest chunk, 60% of churches have told us we're in 
maintenance. And so-

Carey Nieuwhof:

And that's what you see. 62% are barely maintaining.

Tony Morgan:

That's right.

Carey Nieuwhof:

You got 6% in launch, four in momentum or growth, five in strategic growth, 2% in predictable success. 
So what does that up to? 10, 15, 17% are on the healthy side and 83% are on the big slide down to life 
support.

Tony Morgan:

That's right. And so number one, this is why I get up every morning, because I want churches to thrive. I 
want them to be healthy. I want them to thrive. And yet this is what churches are telling us, they're 
stuck. And that's why we do what we do. It's why we create all the content we create. It's why we 
engage with churches through our consulting process, The Unstuck Process. We want churches to get on 
the other side of that life cycle and to start experiencing health again. And here's the good news. For the 
largest chunk of the churches that are on the declining side of the life cycle, they're in maintenance right 
now, what we have found is the shifts that they need to make the changes they need to make, they're 
doable. The challenge is if you wait until you're in preservation or life support, those changes, then at 
that point to get back to a place where you're experiencing health again are significant.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. You almost need a lung transplant or a heart transplant at that point. Right?

Tony Morgan:
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Yeah. And so that's why we want to help all churches wherever they are on this life cycle, but especially 
those churches that indicate, "We're in maintenance right now." Those are the ones we love to work 
with. We want to work with them because there are some necessary changes that are going to be 
required to return back to health, but the changes are doable. And we've seen a number of churches 
that are willing to do that. And because of that, now they're starting to see the fruit of that investment. 
So we have plenty of work to do, Carey.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Hey, are those changes in the last quarter, now a year into the crisis, are they significantly different than 
they were say two years ago, three years ago or it's basically the same? The churches that are growing 
are still growing, churches that are stuck and declining are still stuck and declining.

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. Time will tell, I think, and we're still actually in the pandemic. I know several churches, especially 
in your part of the world are still-

Carey Nieuwhof:

We're in the grips right now as we're recording this.

Tony Morgan:

That's right. I mean, we're still in it. I think time will tell the real impact that this has had on the church 
more broadly, but I'm still of the opinion that what we've experienced is just going to accelerate what 
churches were already seeing pre-pandemic. And what we know is unfortunately, Carey, in the decades 
pre-pandemic, there was a steep decline that was happening not only with church membership and 
church attendance, but more and more people were indicating they don't have faith in Jesus, the nuns 
continued to grow. And so has COVID helped us somehow reverse any of that? Gosh, I pray that that's 
the case and I hope that's the case, but my suspicion is what we've experienced in the last 12 months is 
probably only going to accelerate those trends.

Tony Morgan:

And I don't look at that as, "Oh, my, the church is not going to survive," because I know the end of the 
story. I do see this as a pivotal time for the church to reassess its mission, to ask God, "What do you 
have for us next?" And then to make sure we have a strategy of next steps, so that we're going to 
hopefully begin to reverse some of those trends that we've been seeing, and particularly as it relates to 
our next generations. You look at some of, some of the stats, my parent's generation, my generation, 
now my kids' generation, it's dramatic. The decline that is happening. And the church has an opportunity 
to truly become a multi-generational church where we don't have the older folks in traditional services 
and my generation, and some form of contemporary ... we call it contemporary, but it's not 
contemporary anymore.

Carey Nieuwhof:

That was contemporary thirty years ago.

Tony Morgan:
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And then we try to have this other thing that somehow the Millennials will start to come to, that is not a 
multi-generational church. And I just think there's opportunity for us to revisit the strategies that we're 
engaging so that we can continue to reach our kids. And then eventually I'm planning to have grandkids. 
That's the plan anyways, Carey. But eventually I want the church to thrive for my kids and my grandkids. 
And so this is the opportunity. I look at it as an opportunity before us, but COVID was a huge disruption 
for church ministries. And like I said, it has probably accelerated some of the trends that we were seeing 
pre-COVID.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. I really want to drill down on online and I got a whole bevy of questions for you if you're ready, 
Tony. What were some of the best practices of churches and organizations that embraced digital? You 
do have a broad view, I'd love to know, and this can be pre-COVID too. What are like, "Man, these guys 
are crushing it when they do X." What is X?

Tony Morgan:

What we're seeing, and I would argue, these are the best practice churches now as it relates to digital 
strategy is they're looking at more of a long-term view of someone's spiritual journey. And so, actually 
just within the last year, I started to reflect on my personal spiritual journey from a point where I wasn't 
interested in faith, certainly wasn't interested in connecting to a church, long series of steps, but I would 
suggest that I moved from being not interested to being spiritually curious and I started to ask some of 
those questions that I referred to earlier. And there were a lot of people that spent many, many hours, 
many days and months with me to unpack scripture, point me towards Jesus. Through that process, I 
actually moved from being spiritually curious to becoming a new believer in Jesus and then connecting 
with the church and being discipled, and then moving from being discipled to being a disciple maker.

Tony Morgan:

And so there are others, that have, I think there's an angle scale out there that goes ... it's a little bit 
more detailed, but broadly I was looking at my spiritual journey and there's these five steps. Not 
interested, to spiritually curious, to becoming a new believer, to being discipled and then becoming a 
disciple maker. And what I'm seeing as far as best practices for churches when it comes to digital 
strategy is they're thinking about all of those steps when they design their digital strategy. And what 
that means then is they're not just relying their online services to help people take all five of those steps. 
They're recognizing there are going to be a lot of baby steps that happen both before someone engages 
a service online and then hopefully after someone engages a service online as well. So those are some of 
the best practices that I'm seeing.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah. A lot bigger than the email capture and a lot more than just, "Woo, we got 2,000 people watching 
the message right now."

Tony Morgan:

That's right. That's absolutely right.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. That's good to know some of the worst practices you've seen.
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Tony Morgan:

Yeah. When it comes to worst practices, maybe it's just maybe a void that exists when churches start to 
think about digital strategy in that they're only thinking about people that are a part of their church 
today, and they're not thinking about the people that aren't yet a part of their church and may not even 
be a part of the faith yet. And so they're not thinking about that broad, again, mission that God's called 
us to, to make disciples of Jesus. And so this is the opportunity I think for most churches is to consider 
the broader spiritual journey and to consider, "How does our digital strategy start to engage people 
before they show up to our church and before they put their faith in Jesus?"

Carey Nieuwhof:

One of the things, I don't know that you saw this or not, it could just be based on my feed, but it felt like 
a year ago, first, second quarter of 2020, a lot of churches were very seven day a week. It's like daily 
devotions, prayer rooms, Sunday service, on-demand content. And then it felt like over the summer, 
somehow everybody just snapped back to the weekend. And now it's like, "Watch me, watch me, watch 
me, watch me." Did you see that trend as well? And any comment on that?

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. I think for too long, we've looked at our digital strategy, our online strategy, as a promotions 
platform rather than a way for us to connect with people. And so this is one of the things I've 
appreciated. I think you've had Nona either on your podcast, Nona Jones on your podcast or in some of 
the other content that you're creating. And I love her book, Social Media to Social Ministry, because it's 
helping churches recognize there's a person on the other side of that website. There's a person on the 
other side of that Facebook update. It's not just a promotions platform for the church. Digital platforms 
are a way for us to connect with people. And so this is the opportunity we have. It's the maybe shift our 
thinking.

Tony Morgan:

And we saw this a bit with websites 10 years ago, where churches were only using their website to 
promote, "This is who we are. This is where we meet. This is the time that we meet." They started to 
take a more holistic view as it relates to their websites. Well, now I think we need to look more broadly 
at the entire digital strategy. Again, it's social media. It is web strategy. It's things like podcasting and 
video and all of those things combined, texting strategies and so on. We need to look at that more 
holistically. And rather than looking at it all as just a promotions tool to let the world know here we are, 
"This is where when we meet, this is when we meet," to actually think about the people on the other 
side of that. And how do we engage with them? Where are they in their lives right now? How do we 
help them take the next step toward faith and toward the church? And so-

Carey Nieuwhof:

it was very old school except it's digital.

Tony Morgan:

That's right. I think churches, when they start to realize, "Oh, we're still on the same mission. We're still 
trying to engage the same people," then it doesn't become so intimidating. I remember years ago when I 
was at Granger Community Church, we were going through a building campaign. Only we weren't 
supposed to call it that. The campaign people tell you, "Don't call it a campaign," but it was a building 
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campaign. But the whole theme of that campaign was this. It's not about the building. It's about the 
people. The reason why we're doing this is because we want to continue to reach more and more 
people for Jesus. And in this season, what I want churches to think about, it's not about the website, it's 
not about Facebook, it's not about Twitter, it's not about Instagram, it's about people.

Tony Morgan:

And I think when we go back to that foundation and recognize, "Oh goodness, on the other side of that 
screen is somebody that's just trying to figure out how to live life. And they may not know yet that Jesus 
is critical to their purpose too on that unconditional love that they need in their life, to the community 
of believers that can really support them wherever they are in life's journey. They don't know that they 
need that yet, but there's a person on the other side of that screen, and that's the mission that God's 
called us to." And so again, I actually think, "Man, there is so much opportunity for churches once they 
realize it's still about the mission, it's just in a different environment." And we already know how to 
carry out the mission God's called us to, we just need to figure out how to translate that to a different 
environment.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. I want to go lightning round on you with a number of questions to try to get them in if that's okay. 
You up for that?

Tony Morgan:

Yeah, absolutely.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Let's talk metrics. Multiplier or no multiplier? And for those who may not know what that is, let me give 
context. Let's say your YouTube video has a hundred views. We'll just pick a very conservative number, a 
hundred views. Do you just count a hundred or do you multiply that by 1.7? Because Tony might be 
watching with his wife and maybe one of his kids is watching and that kind of thing. Multiplier or no 
multiplier?

Tony Morgan:

I'm a no multiplier guy.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I hear you.

Tony Morgan:

To me, it's kind of like the NFL. Last year, they had 92 million viewers of the Super Bowl. They didn't try 
to estimate how many people were in my living room to figure out what the overall attendance was for 
the Super Bowl. They didn't do that, what they are doing and they should be doing is monitoring, why in 
the world have they dropped a 92 million viewers from 114 million viewers only five years ago? There's 
been a 20% drop in Super Bowl viewers. So they should be monitoring that statistic rather than trying to 
guess what their attendance was in people's living rooms.

Carey Nieuwhof:
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I'm so glad to hear it. I've become a no multiplier guy. And it hit me that that NFL analogy is really good 
because you might be watching with three of your friends. I may have walked out of the room and left 
the TV on. You really don't know. Right? You don't know.

Tony Morgan:

You don't know.

Carey Nieuwhof:

And then I thought, because you and I are both podcasters, I don't know why this just hit me recently. 
It's like, "Well, I'm sure some people listen on the commute and I'm sure some people listen on Alexa at 
dinner and maybe there was someone else in the room who heard this. And so why can't I take my 
numbers and multiply them by two?" It's like, no podcaster thinks that way, but pastors have to have a 
multiplier. Like what is that?

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. So the bottom line here for me is, let's just count the number of views and then monitor that over 
time, because that will tell us, is our strategy for engaging our online audience actually working? And the 
bottom line too is, figure out whatever the baseline measure is. So if it's only one minute or 10 minutes 
or whatever it is, figure out what your baseline measure is. Monitor that over time. The key thought 
here is whatever we measure should help us make better decisions. And so what we're looking for here 
is, are those baseline measures that help us monitor over time, is our strategy working or not? And if it's 
not, how can we tweak it? How can we improve the strategy so that we can engage more people?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Yeah, that's fair. And if you just keep a simple number, you're right. You're watching, is it going up? Is it 
going down? Is it changing from week to week? Et cetera. Okay. Other things to measure that you think 
are important because you can measure so much.

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. Again, don't try to measure everything. I always share the illustration, I'm a baseball nut Carey. 
I've even been to Canada to watch a couple of baseball games when they used to let us across the 
border. But anyways, when you're at a baseball game, you're watching the scoreboard to know whether 
or not your team is winning, but when you're a baseball nut like me, after the game, you dig into the box 
score and it has all kinds of additional stats and about the individual and the team and so on. Churches, 
don't worry about all the details of the box score. Just identify those key metrics that are going to let us 
know, are we winning or not? And I would encourage you to again, go back to that spiritual journey that 
I was talking about earlier and just identify what's one next step that we can be tracking that helps us 
understand if people are actually making steps, seeing movement on that spiritual journey?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. Best practices for engagement. We talked about it a little bit, but is there anything else that really 
helps people ... because you're right. It's not just broadcasting. It's like, "Let's try to draw people into a 
dialogue and a relationship."

Tony Morgan:
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Yeah. I would just encourage you to be thinking about not just engaging church people, but there's 
actually two types of engagement as a ministry that we need to be thinking about, engaging people of 
the faith and people that aren't a part of the faith yet. And I actually am grateful for the disruption that 
we experienced in this last year, because before COVID, it seemed to me, Carey, that all of the 
conversation around engagement in churches was connected to engaging people that were already a 
part of the church. So my challenge is, let's think about both types of engagement, both for church 
people that are taking next steps toward Christ, but also for folks that aren't yet part of the church and 
aren't part of the faith and the steps that they're taking toward Jesus as well.

Carey Nieuwhof:

I loved your interview on your podcast with the team over at Sun Valley Church. And where's that?

Tony Morgan:

They're on the Phoenix area.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Phoenix.

Tony Morgan:

Yeah, multiple locations in Phoenix.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. They were kind of on the edge and we'll link to those episodes in the show notes of churches that 
were thinking ahead. But what would you say to churches when they're thinking about staffing for the 
future and who they need to hire? For churches that have those kinds of resources, or if they're looking 
for a volunteer, who should they be targeting to help them with this?

Tony Morgan:

You need to think about first, what's our strategy? And if the strategy does include digital ministry, then 
you need to build the team around that strategy. And for larger churches, that team probably is going to 
include some people that you pay. Some staff, people, and some volunteers as well. For smaller 
churches that may be primarily volunteers. And again, I referred to Nona Jones' book earlier, but in her 
book, she's really encouraging churches to build teams of volunteers that are engaging that digital 
strategy. So you don't have to be a big church with a big staff in order to do this, but you do have to be 
intentional about making sure that you have a team around your digital strategy, just like you have 
teams built for your physical environments.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. That's good to know. You usually hire from the marketplace. Church staffs are not currently 
burgeoning with digital media people who are ready to make a move. Right?

Tony Morgan:

That's right. For Sun Valley as an example, they hired somebody from the marketplace. Somebody, he 
loves Jesus. He has been in the church, but he has the specialized experience in the specialized skillset to 
help the church established their digital ministry strategy. And here's the good news. It's 2021. And in 
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your churches, there are people that do this sort of thing for a living. They may not do the whole thing 
for a living, but they do a piece of it. And so it is, it's an opportunity for us to be looking at folks in our 
church that are coming from the marketplace to engage the ministry. Specifically, of course here, we're 
talking about digital ministry strategy, but there are likely people in your church that are already doing 
this for a living.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So in-person church attendance currently is 28% lower than it used to be. I'd love your thoughts on 
future church attendance. Is it going back to pre-pandemic levels? Why, why not? What do you think?

Tony Morgan:

If you're asking the question, will people who attended church pre-COVID not go back to church because 
they've been watching it online? I don't buy that. I actually don't buy the argument that we've been 
training people to watch church online and so now they're not going to come back. Again, I just think 
people are going to crave being around other people. And so it's going to take time. I just looked at, 
there was some research the American Psychological Association put out in recent weeks indicating 
even in current days as the vaccine is rolling out, close to 50% of people are really hesitant in this 
moment to get back to in-person gatherings across our culture.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Even the vaccinated are still like, "Eh, I don't know."

Tony Morgan:

That's right. It's going to take some time, but I think the people that were a part of our physical 
gatherings are going to want to come back. Now, there is a broader question here. Will that somehow 
reverse the attendance trends that we were saying pre-pandemic? And I would say no.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So you'll see an interruption in it, and then just the steady decline?

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. I still see the steady decline happening and less churches begin to revisit their strategy. And so 
there's opportunity there and not all churches are in decline right now. There are a lot of churches that 
are continuing to reach more people. In fact, in the data I was looking at that we talked about earlier, 
Carey, I was talking or looking through some of the specific churches among those close to 200 churches 
that responded. And it was amazing to me that even in the pandemic, there were a number of churches 
that experienced growth in this last year. So there are growing churches out there. Not all churches are 
in decline, but if you look at the church holistically, there's a trend that's been happening for many 
decades that it's not going to ... we can't just hope it and pray it away. We need to engage our mission in 
a unique way.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. Couple more questions for you. Any thoughts on distributed gatherings? And by those, I mean, 
micro churches is home gatherings connected to the church, micro campuses, different expressions that 
in gathering in a facility that seats hundreds or thousands on a Sunday.
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Tony Morgan:

I know there have been churches that have been test driving different models of this. And what I would 
say Carey is, I think they're still test driving. We haven't seen long-term impact of this yet. And I've 
always thought, man, I want to be teaching other churches. I want to be influencing other leaders based 
on things that I know are successful. I know they've worked for other churches and the problem is I just 
don't know yet. Actually, some early signs that I've seen is there's some challenge to approaching church 
that way and we'll see. Will other churches figure out how to overcome some of the challenges? Maybe. 
It's interesting I've been in ministry now, I think 25, 30 years, I guess. I'm getting to be an old guy Carey, 
but this whole dream of the church being distributed and meeting in people's homes, that's been 
around for a long time. And yet I've not actually seen, especially large churches be able to engage that 
and still carry out the full mission of reaching people for Jesus. And so, we'll see. Time will tell.

Carey Nieuwhof:

What are some of the challenges, just real quick, with that that you see?

Tony Morgan:

Well, some of it has to do with being able to provide age appropriate ministry in smaller contexts. So the 
adults may be served well, but maybe not the whole family. I think pretty quickly, what I've seen in 
churches that have dabbled in this is it becomes insider focused and we stop thinking about reaching 
our friends, our neighbors, our coworkers, because we like our gathering in our home. Those are a 
couple. When you do distributed church, it's a challenge to keep the church aligned too and keep the 
church on mission. And so we've actually seen cases of division that have occurred in those situations. 
So again, I don't know. Maybe some churches will figure out how to overcome some of those challenges. 
I just think they're still in test drive mode and it's really too early to tell if there's an opportunity there.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. What would you say to church leaders who are like, "I know we're still sort of pandemic-y and 
people are nervous, but one day it's going to open up and things will go back to normal." What's the 
word for them?

Tony Morgan:

One day it will open up, but I don't know if we're ever going to return to the normal that we knew 
before, but that's always been the case. The culture around us, it's evolving and people's lives are 
changing. And so we live in a different world today than we did five years ago, 10 years ago. And so part 
of me is almost thankful. I'm not thankful for all of the millions of people that have been impacted by 
this illness in so many different ways, but disruption is an opportunity for the church to, again, to revisit 
the mission that God's called us to. And the way I've shared it is, my concern is many times the reason 
why the church gets stuck is the way we do church becomes more important than why we do church. 
And I hope that through this disruption, we go back to answering first, the question, why? Why do we 
engage the mission that God's called us to? And we become a little bit more open-handed with the way 
that we do church.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Good. You know what? It's a good point. I just wrote down, normal dies every year. That's true. Normal 
dies every year. What was normal in 2006 is not normal in 2007 and we got a big death in the pandemic 
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of what normal was, but every year normal dies. Any other factors when it comes to the future, which is 
a hybrid model for churches and businesses, and we've really doubled down on church because that's 
your expertise, but we end up with ... a good example I gave it once before I think at this podcast, but 
our garden center who only really was analog until a year ago, my wife at the beginning of the pandemic 
ordered all of our flowers online and they spent March building a website. And now all of a sudden 
they're a hybrid business, right? We'll deliver to your door. What do you want? And take out is up and 
churches have their online ministries that most are not shutting down. Any final thoughts on hybrid 
models moving forward?

Tony Morgan:

Yeah. I know for some businesses, they're going to be able to move completely online and thrive in 
business. For the church, this is the challenge we have. We have to do both. Because we're in the people 
business, we need to be invested in physical ministry environments to help people take their next step 
toward Christ. And I believe because the times that we're living in and the fact that the people we're 
trying to reach are living so much of their life online, we need to be invested in that online strategy, 
those online environments as well to help people take their next steps toward Christ. And so what I 
don't want people to hear in this conversation is, "Tony's kind of given up on people showing up to 
church and given up on physical gatherings." That could be furthest thing from the truth. What I'm 
suggesting though is, we have a bigger challenge than other organizations and institutions, because we 
need to figure out how to do both well, if we're going to be able to live out the mission God's called us 
to.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, Tony, this has been a thrill. I know it won't be the last time. So where can they find you online? 
And then, I bet you, some people want to get that report. We'll link to it in the show notes, but just so 
they have the direct hit up as well.

Tony Morgan:

You can find out more about what we're doing to serve churches and see all of that free content too 
that we were talking about a little bit ago at theunstuckgroup.com. And if you want the report, which 
will be delivered to your inbox every quarter, it's theunstuckgroup.com/subscribe.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay, Tony, thank you so much.

Tony Morgan:

Thanks Carey.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Well, I love talking shop. That is the kind of conversation Tony and I have when we get together for 
dinner, when we get together for lunch, when we hang out in real life. And it's just so, so good. If you 
want more, you can get everything for free in the show notes, by going to 
careynieuwhof.com/episode418. You can also get Tony's free church trends report simply by going to 
theunstuckgroup.com/trends. And if you really want to up your media game and your social media 
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strategy, I think online church is here to stay. Check out promediafire.com/growth. You can get a free 
digital media strategy session today at promediafire.com/growth.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Thank you so much to our partners. We appreciate it. They are the ones who help us build a team and 
bring you this for free. We got a lot of great guests coming up and we're excited to have Mark Clark, 
Christine Caine, Gordon MacDonald, Greg McKeown, who just once again hit the New York Times 
bestseller list with his new book Effortless. We also have Anthony O'Neal. Who else do we have coming 
up? Booked a whole bunch of guests. We are working months in advance. David Allen, Kendra Adachi, 
Juliet Funt, Chris McChesney from The 4 Disciplines of Execution, a framework I've been using for the 
last two years with my team. Want to pick his brain on that, and a whole lot more.

Carey Nieuwhof:

But next episode, it's Brett Hagler. This is a fascinating story. We met a few years ago, hung out a bit at 
South by Southwest when I spoke there a couple of years ago. And he is one of the rare startups, not-
for-profits to launch out of YCombinator. If you know what YCombinator is, you know how legendary it 
is. It's a startup school for founders that incubated companies like Airbnb, Dropbox, Coinbase, Reddit, 
and DoorDash. Yeah, he's a graduate. And he launched New Story, doing good work around the world. 
Here's an excerpt.

Brett Hagler:

We prepared well over a hundred hours for 10 minutes. And that was kind of the underdogness and I 
just believe that preparation begets confidence. What were the questions you can ask alumni that have 
gone through when the questions they're going to ask? And there was different blogs online, there were 
all these little fake games with Paul Graham's head on it and he would ask questions and you would 
have 10 seconds to answer. So we just, we prepared and practiced like crazy. And when we got there, 
we were really confident and we did really well. And so that was one of the reasons that we got in, but 
to get back to your point of going for the fences, we made ourselves very vulnerable because we knew 
that doing all of this, there was still pretty much a less than 1% chance we were going to get in. But we 
were the ones that said, "Hey, despite that we're still truly going to give it our all."

Carey Nieuwhof:

Excited to be with Brett next time on the podcast. Now it's time for What I'm Thinking About, and I am 
thinking about the church. What I want to suggest is a coming church split. Now, not the kind of church 
split you think when I say church split, because whether it's doctrine, policy, personality, color the 
carpet, that's not good, but there is a dividing line. There's a split happening in the split is between ... I 
can almost see it before my eyes. Maybe you can too, and I think it's between the churches that will be 
effective in accomplishing their mission and the churches that won't be. Now, in some ways, this has 
been around for a long time. Long before the pandemic, 15% of churches generally speaking were 
growing, 85% of churches were plateaued or declining. I think that's being accelerated and the split will 
probably get wider in the upcoming years.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So there are four emerging divides I'm really paying attention to right now. Number one is, online 
optional versus fully hybrid. So there's a lot of pastors who are like, "You know what? Yeah, we went 
online. We had to," but moving forward, it's kind of optional. And then there are others, and this is the 
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dividing line, the split who are saying, "No, we're fully hybrid. We're 100% physical, and 100% digital." 
And the pivot to online ministry, it's not just a technological change for a lot of us. It's been a 
philosophical one. Now, you could say, "Well, Carey, it's theological." No, I don't think it's theological. I 
mean, everything in life is theology, right? But I think it's more like, "No, I want people in the room. I 
don't feel good if I can't see people. People need to be in a building owned by the church."

Carey Nieuwhof:

And for a lot of pastors, this is what I'm seeing. Online church lies somewhere between a necessary evil 
and unfortunate necessity, or a service they offer that's an option for people who can't get there for 
what they call the real thing, and I think that's a mistake. For a smaller group of pastors and leaders 
though, churches now are 100% physical and 100% digital. As Craig Groeschel said on this show, they're 
going all in on both. And, no, I don't think that church buildings are going away, but I think church 
leaders that really ignore the online world are making a potentially fatal mistake. Forward-thinking 
pastors realize the best answer to the question, "Should my ministry be digital or physical," is yes. So 
that's divide number one in the coming church split.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Number two, it's an attitude about whether you're bringing people back or moving people forward. As a 
new world opens up, a lot of church leaders seem hyper-focused on getting people back to church. And 
on the one hand, I get it. It's been a long, exhausting season. We all beg for normal, but bringing people 
back isn't a vision. Moving people forward is. It's hard to move people forward if you're obsessed with 
getting them back. And so if you find yourself thinking, "If we just get a few more people back in the 
building, everything will be okay. I wish we could see the room full again. We're still missing 20%, 30%. 
We really need to get back to where we were in 2019," or add this to the mix. "Hey, we're back at 100%, 
we're done." Nope. Pastors who focus on moving people forward instead of bringing people back will 
have a much better future. So the question is, how do you move people forward?

Carey Nieuwhof:

Okay. Divide number three, churches that embrace versus churches that judge. Switching gears a little 
bit, another emerging line centers on the attitudes we have. So judgment is a huge problem. I can be a 
judger, I confess that, whether it's the guy who cut me off in traffic, the kind of weird person who's not 
picking up the social cues you're sending, to a neighbor who really annoys you, it's easy to judge and 
Christians are famous for this. And judgment is actually responsible for a lot of sexism, racism, and every 
other ism you can think of. Churches that embrace people they're trying to reach are going to have a 
much better future than churches that judge them. Leaders who embrace people they're trying to reach 
are going to have a much better future than churches that judge them. Hey, we all have boundaries and 
all of that, but the boundaries are so narrow these days. And I think that's a real challenge.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Barna did a study a few years ago that revealed that 62% elapsed Christian said the number one quality 
they look for in a person with whom to discuss faith is non-judgment. Only 34% said they know any 
Christians who possess this quality. In other words, 66% of us are just, we have a reputation of being 
highly judgmental and that's not great. So I try to remember this. If I'm judging someone, I'm not loving 
them. You can't judge someone and love them at the same time, and pastors who love people are going 
to have a much better chance of reaching people than pastors who judge them.
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Carey Nieuwhof:

The fourth divide that's developing in the world, ideologically-driven churches versus gospel-driven 
churches. If you're a subscriber, Tim Keller talked about this, Rick Warren talked about this, but they are 
shocked. And these are leaders who've been around for decades at how political and partisan the 
church has become in the last year or two. And I really think it's important for leaders to weigh in on 
issues. So you'll hear me weigh in on racial justice, poverty, occasionally moral values, et cetera, all of 
which were touched on by Jesus in the early church. But both Jesus and the 1st century church were 
paradoxically apolitical while being deeply subversive. They were apolitical in the sense that they were 
nonpartisan, like Jesus didn't care about Herod and he had followers who were Zealots, which was a 
political party. And they soon abandoned that and followed another agenda, the agenda of the kingdom 
of God, yet, they were subversive in that they turned the world upside down through an ethic of truth 
and love that made existing politics pale by comparison.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Now, you go through a lot of social media feeds today. I'm tempted to write a book about this. This is 
how passionate I am. And so many church leaders just feel like, "Oh, I got to comment on everything 
from masks to no masks," And yeah, okay. You got to think about, how are you going to handle masks 
and no masks at your organization? How are you going to treat the vaccinated and the unvaccinated? 
Safety protocols, but you do not need to have a running commentary on every news piece that crosses 
your feed. See, there are two groups who lose badly when you turn partisan and ideological. I think the 
next generation. You look at the data, the next generation is like, "Yeah, I'm not in for that. Nope. Not 
going to that church." And ultimately, the church itself. The culture needs an alternative to itself, not an 
echo of itself. And in a divided culture, Christians should be the help and the hope not the hate.

Carey Nieuwhof:

So what do we say about all this? Well, what side do you want to be on? You're going to fully embrace 
hybrid ministry, digital and in-person? Are you going to focus on moving people forward, not getting 
them back? Are you going to embrace the people you're trying to reach rather than judge them? And 
are you going to be gospel-driven or partisan-driven? Those are the issues of our day right now. And I 
feel pretty passionately about it. Hey, if you want to know whether your church is positioned for 
outreach in the future, I have a free assessment that I would love for you to take. It's called the Church 
Outreach Assessment. You can go to churchoutreachassessment.com and you can take it for free. It'll 
take you about 10 minutes to fill out. It will give you a detailed report on how your church is positioned 
to reach new people.

Carey Nieuwhof:

Now, I prepared this in connection with my friend, Mark Clark. Together, we have built churches that 
reach, well, thousands of people every weekend. And a lot of them are unchurched. In the case of 
Connexus, about 50% of the people we reach don't have a previous church background. So if you want 
to know how positioned you are, go to churchoutreachassessment.com. You can take that for free, 
would love to have you do that. Mark and I have some more, he'll be back on the podcast soon. And 
yeah, we just want to help you. I care very passionately about the church. I care very passionately about 
you and your church. I want to see you win, and I want to see the mission move forward. So that's the 
end, long rant today on what I'm thinking about. Hey, do check out the show notes if you want more. 
Let us know on the socials what you're up to. In the meantime, we're back with a fresh episode next 
time. And I hope our time together today has helped you lead like never before.
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Announcer:

You've been listening to The Carey Nieuwhof Leadership Podcast. Join us next time for more insights on 
leadership, change, and personal growth to help you lead like never before.
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