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Watermark Community Church saw its membership 
decline in the most sudden fashion imaginable. Only 
weeks before the Dallas church had counted its 
membership at several thousand; now that number had 
been wiped out. Even more surprisingly, this sudden 
decline did not come as the result of a church split, a 
leader’s fall from grace, a record-setting application 
of church discipline, or even nefarious dealings by a 
disgruntled staff member with access to the membership 
database.

The cause of Watermark’s radical “dismemberment” 
was, in fact, far more boring than any of these options. 
Nevertheless, the circumstance will highlight a powerful 
model for improving churches’ efforts outside their 
own walls. But before looking there, we will start 
our exploration with an explanation of Asset-Based 
Community Development.

I. A Better Kind of Deployment

Considering Assets

John L. McKnight and John P. Kretzmann helped 
formulate the concept of Asset-Based Community 
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Development (ABCD) through their seminal 1993 work, Building Communities from 
the Inside Out. ABCD serves needy communities by focusing not on their needs, 
but first and foremost on their assets. Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert describe this 
model from a Christian perspective:

ABCD is consistent with the perspective that God has blessed every 
individual and community with a host of gifts, including such diverse 
things as land, social networks, knowledge, animals, savings, intelligence, 
schools, creativity, production equipment, etc. ABCD puts the emphasis 
on what… people already have and asks them to consider from the outset, 
“What is right with you? What gifts has God given you that you can use 
to improve your life and that of your neighbors? How can the individuals 
and organizations in your community work together to improve your 
community?”1

Devotees of ABCD contrast its “What’s right with you?” approach with the “What’s 
wrong with you?” approaches that start by surveying needs. While needs in a 
neighborhood or an individual’s life might prompt others’ desire to help, ABCD 
adherents quickly shift their concentration—and the conversation—to ways people 
might leverage their current assets and situation. Thus “the very nature of the 
question—What gifts do you have?—affirms people’s dignity.”2 As the “helper” and 
“helped” engage in cooperative contemplation (itself a dignity-affirming activity), 
the helper may ultimately find room to augment the assets already present with 
appropriate assets of their own. These may be material resources, specialized 
training, know-how for using assets or combining assets with others in the 
community, and other resources. 

This paper does not attempt to address the entire ABCD methodology, though 
churches seeking to make a local or even global impact can certainly benefit from 
this model’s strengths. I will focus here on the specific role asset discovery can play 
in churches’ efforts to further human flourishing in their communities.

Stewarding Assets through Deployment

Luther K. Snow, former adjunct faculty member at the Asset-Based Community 
Development Institute, has explored asset prioritization in church settings. His 
book, The Power of Asset Mapping: How Your Congregation Can Act on Its Gifts,3 

1 Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert, When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurting the 
Poor… and Yourself (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2009), 126.
2 Ibid., 126.
3 Luther K. Snow, The Power of Asset Mapping: How Your Congregation Can Act on Its Gifts (Herndon, 
VA: The Alban Institute, 2004).
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discusses “mapping” the assets of the members of any given segment of the 
church—whether the entire congregation, an individual Bible study group, or even 
the church’s bowling team!4 Snow argues that church members’ assets should be 
the primary vehicle for meeting a congregation’s own needs and accomplishing 
its mission—the same prescription ABCD indicates for a geographic community. 
The church itself is a community, he notes, and thus can apply ABCD principles to 
identifying and utilizing its own assets.5

Snow does not dwell on the delineation between a church’s internal and external 
efforts, though community impact is included in his scope.6 But the asset-based 
methodology does offer an enormous opportunity meet community needs. In 
fact, ABCD may do so in ways that improve on more traditional forms of volunteer 
engagement.

In her book Kingdom Calling, Amy Sherman outlines four pathways people can 
take to steward individual vocational skills, and her categories are useful beyond 
a vocational context as well. Churches can play a significant role in three of 
Sherman’s four pathways: (1) helping members donate assets to organizations 
outside of their normal employment, (2) partnering with members as they use 
their assets to launch new community-impacting enterprises, and (3) corporately 
addressing a significant cause or need by implementing various members’ assets.7

These kinds of deployment don’t fit the traditional mold of church volunteer 
recruitment. Even the most accessible of these pathways—pointing members to 
opportunities to donate their specific skills—does not seem prevalent. As Sherman 
notes, “Such an approach is obviously commonsensical; but in most congregations, 
there is little or no effort to mobilize members for service according to their 
vocational talents.”8 If this effort at deployment is rare, then surely the other, more 
complex pathways are pursued even less often.

The Assets of the Elbows

In their foreword to Luther Snow’s book, the fathers of ABCD theory, McKnight and 
Kretzmann, write,

4 Ibid., 14. I will summarize Snow’s particular procedure later in this paper.
5 See ibid., 86, where Snow relates the “community” nature of a church for the purposes of his 
discussion.
6 See especially Snow, 127-30.
7 Amy L. Sherman, Kingdom Calling: Vocational Stewardship for the Common Good (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 144-50. These pages outline the categories, but the pathways are more 
deeply explored in chapters 10-13 of the book. The remaining pathway—impacting the common 
good through one’s “day job”—is certainly something a church can catalyze through equipping and 
encouragement. It does not connect as directly to deployment activities.
8 Ibid., 147.
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Luther Snow asks simply that we refocus on our half-full rather than half-
empty realities, that we appreciate anew our own gifts and capacities 
and those of our neighbors, that we connect those gifts to one another 
in creative combinations, and that we activate those connections to 
strengthen our congregations and communities.9

Throughout the book, Snow focuses on dignifying, discovering, and deploying the 
assets of individuals in the church; church leaders would do well to emulate his 
enthusiasm and determination.

Using the metaphor of the body to represent the church and her members, the 
Apostle Paul illustrates how church members have differing and dignified assets—
whether one is an eye or foot, ear or elbow.10 While the immediate application is 
to one specific kind of asset—spiritual gifts—it does not seem too presumptuous to 
stretch the principle to other categories of assets. Church members have diverse 
passions, strengths, occupations, relationships, experiences, and skills—likewise 
given by God, and likewise honorable. Surely a disciple of Paul today could stretch 
the principle of I Corinthians 12 to celebrate a church’s panorama of natural talents, 
personality types, and career-related skills. 

The diversity of a church’s assets might even be an indicator of the church’s 
health—and point to its unique recipe for impact. Bill Hybels writes,

I believe every local congregation should have a unique “flavor” based 
on the sometimes quirky mix of gifts, passions, and life experiences of its 
members. I guarantee that whatever form of ministry or service a local 
congregation offers, someone in that congregation or in the community 
desperately needs to be served in just that way.11

Commenting on I Corinthians 12, one commentator suggests that in light of the 
diversity of gifts and equally honorable opportunity for each, church leaders should 
devote themselves to

valuing and judiciously encouraging the contribution of every member to 
the work of ministry. [Church leaders] should view their task as mobilizing 
all believers for their ministry in the world, where their “parishes” are 
their physically and spiritually needy neighbors, coworkers, and other 
acquaintances (cf. Ephesians 4:11-13)… Whereas ancients expected 

9 John McKnight and Jody Kretzmann, foreword to Snow’s Power of Asset Mapping, vii.
10  1 Corinthians 12.
11 Bill Hybels, The Volunteer Revolution: Unleashing the Power of Everybody (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2004), 90.
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particular supernatural activity especially at healing shrines or oracular 
centers, Paul democratizes God’s activity among all of God’s people.12

Efforts at “democratizing” the deployment of the laity reflect the seriousness of our 
church’s mission and the value of our people. While many members will rightly 
focus their time and talents on Kingdom-advancing opportunities within their 
occupations or other avenues, the local church must be ready for any who wish to 
be deployed within the broader community.

II. Barriers to Asset-Based Deployment

Half-Measures for Asset Discovery

Churches and their leaders have the exciting opportunity to trumpet all members’ 
inherent worth—“the honor of the elbows”—by responding to each individual as 
“his workmanship, created… for good works” as described in Ephesians 2:10. When 
we raise up saints for any “work of ministry” (Ephesians 4:12), we simply dignify the 
dignified and ennoble the noble. But sadly, half-measures abound in deploying the 
saints and their well-fitting assets.

For instance, church staff members may assume that suitable volunteers (including 
leaders) can always be found within one or two “degrees of separation”; if a staff 
member doesn’t already know someone with the required assets, then a quick 
poll of their own relational circles is sure to turn up someone qualified. Sadly, this 
excludes many potential volunteers who—for one reason or another—aren’t known 
by the right sponsors within the church. And even when this grapevine approach 
does lead to a good fit, it likely draws from a small pool of overworked volunteers.

Other well-meaning leaders might overdesign an assimilation funnel that 
pushes new members or new volunteers into only bottom-shelf, generic service 
opportunities. But as one research project pointed out, “New people come in with 
skills, talents, and interests,” and “the vast majority of new persons are not new 
to church life… Some of these first-timers have spent decades in church service 
elsewhere, and yet many churches treat them as not just new people but new 
Christians.”13

Staff members may assure ourselves that “the cream will rise to the top,” that 
members with significant skills will be widely known and acknowledged—and 
thus be obvious when needed. But do we truly have reason to believe that every 
useful asset, volunteer, or leader will come to light organically? This levitating 

12 Craig S. Keener, 1-2 Corinthians, The New Cambridge Bible Commentary (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 106.
13 Scott Thumma and Warren Bird, The Other Eighty Percent (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011), 103.
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cream theory may apply fairly well to certain types: strong extroverts, those with 
easily visible giftings, or people with well-known conversion testimonies. But other 
members, perhaps just as fitting or even more so, may remain unnoticed and 
unasked.

In all these ways, we may inadvertently show partiality to long-time attendees, 
extroverts, and others we already know or know of—missing the chance to deploy a 
greater portion of people and assets. Because discovering the skills and potential of 
individual members can seem unwieldy—not to mention connecting those abilities 
with specific needs—we accept half-measures. Consequently, we risk removing one 
wall between clergy and laity only to create a secret society of “levitated laity.”

Assets and Icebergs

Of course, most churches seek to avoid accidental bias by casting a broad net with 
announcements from the stage, ministry fairs, bulletin notices and email blasts. We 
then hope people read between the lines to connect their own assets with these 
opportunities. But do these broadcasts highlight all applicable assets? And have our 
people even considered the many strengths and skills they have?

Many churches offer classes, online forms, or membership class questionnaires 
to help parishioners plumb the depths of their own vocational skills, personalities, 
passions, talents, etc. But does a large percentage of the congregation participate? 
Are the results specific enough to drive deployment and/or new mission efforts? 
And is there a meaningful process for recording results, deciphering the compiled 
data, and most importantly, deploying congregants based on these assets? These 
siloed assessments may reflect a skewed sample or only reveal the tip of the 
iceberg of a congregation’s assets; in and of themselves they do not help identify 
available assets when opportunities arise.

Amy Sherman notes one key hindrance to wide-ranging asset deployment:

With regard to administration, some churches do not use any sort of 
database to gather information on their parishioners. Consequently, they 
do not collect vocational information that could be useful in matching 
members to relevant volunteer opportunities. In churches that do use 
database programs, it is rare that occupational or skills data is collected… 
In all these cases, church staff don’t know much about the wealth of 
professional skills resident in their congregation.14

14 Sherman, 173.
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On the other hand, if a sizeable enough portion of the iceberg of assets can be 
surfaced and summoned when needed, new possibilities for dignified deployment 
emerge. This is a role specially suited to church leaders, who often have a unique 
vantage point for connecting assets with community needs (and even combining 
assets within the body). Of course, we can never discern assets exhaustively or 
discover all asset-aligned opportunities, and that is not a burden God has laid upon 
us.15 But we have a call nonetheless. If the “equipping of the saints for the work of 
service”16 includes alerting them to good works that align with their design, then 
asset-based deployment opens an entirely new mode for the call in Ephesians 4—
one that especially affirms each member’s worth and celebrates their individuality.

III. Methods for Asset-Based Deployment

Watermark Church’s Decline and Rebound

Here we return to the strange case of Watermark Community Church, where 
membership unceremoniously declined not very long ago. “The rest of the story” 
indeed makes the tale far less salacious, but allows us to explore an interesting 
model for deployment. What is the previously undisclosed context? Church leaders 
purposely remove all of Watermark’s members from the rolls at the end of each 
calendar year.

Why do we follow this tradition of dismemberment? Watermark’s elders determined 
years ago that the command of I Peter 5:2 to “shepherd the flock of God among 
[them]” (ESV) required them to know exactly who constituted the flock Scripture 
ordered them to tend. Church membership rolls (at least as commonly maintained) 
are often unreliable measures of actual participation. Members may move away, 
join another congregation, pass away, or simply stop attending while remaining on 
church membership rolls.17

Faced with the tension between this expected undulation in participation and 
the exhortation of I Peter 5:2, Watermark’s elders developed an annual survey for 
members to reinstitute or “re-up” their membership. Each December, the church 
removes the member designation of all current members (including staff) in the 

15 No church will ever locate (or create) service opportunities that utilize to the full each willing 
servant’s assets. We must trust the Lord on this front, discern what’s best next, and equip our people to 
follow God’s leading, including producing Kingdom impact through their occupations. Fortunately, the 
Good Shepherd has prepared many good works for our people that we will have no hand in supplying.
16 Ephesians 4:12 (NASB).
17 This does not overlook cases in which church leaders’ conviction of responsibility may continue 
despite a member’s change in participation, such as continued care for young members who join a 
different church when attending college, members who serve in international missions, or members 
who have left the church while still under church discipline.
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church database. As each current congregant formalizes their decision to remain a 
member by completing the survey, people are “added to our number daily” until the 
deadline, and then for a few weeks more as the procrastinators are, one might say, 
reminded to re-member.

For the purposes of this paper, the relevant point here is that Watermark’s leaders 
have chosen to survey the entire congregation regularly. And while this survey 
contains numerous questions (not simply a yes/no question about membership 
continuance), one particular use of the survey has offered an exciting chance for 
asset-based deployment.

Four Bs and ABCD

Watermark’s annual survey, called the “4B Survey,” is roughly organized around 
the “Four Bs” of our discipleship methodology: believe (basic doctrine), belong 
(community with others), be trained (spiritual growth), and be strong (impacting 
others). The survey is promoted to congregants as both a chance for church 
leaders to learn “the condition of the flocks” and as a checkpoint for members 
to evaluate their own spiritual growth. Questions range from queries about basic 
church involvement to “Which of the following topics would benefit you as a 
parent?” to “Compared to this time last year, the health of my relationship with 
Christ is… ” to assessments of a member’s small group.

A handful of the 4B Survey questions have been refined and utilized perhaps 
more than any other questions over the last few years. These six queries allow our 
church’s outreach staff (called the External Focus Team) to evaluate our members’ 
ABCD-style assets, particularly as they relate to potential deployment in local or 
global service.18 Our body’s liberality in responding produces a comprehensive 
picture of our members’ assets, especially those most readily marshaled for impact 
in our city. 

Some survey questions offer a slew of possible answer choices, helpfully prompting 
respondents and allowing for easier processing and clearer comparisons on the 
back end. But the free response opportunities offer an especially inspiring glimpse 
into our people’s hearts and minds, even if it takes some time to wade through 
the many, sometimes effusive, responses. I have had the joy of perusing these 
responses for a few years now, and the lens through which I view our congregation 
has been shaped profoundly.

18 As director of external mobilization, I get to lead this project (which explains the first-person 
accounts in this discussion).
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Six Questions to Discover Assets

I will here present each question, followed by a description of how answers are 
used to impact the world outside of Watermark Church.

1. “Which organization(s) do you invest your time with at least monthly outside 
of Watermark?” (This is followed by checkboxes for about forty organizations 
our people are known to serve with as well as an “other” checkbox and 
corresponding blank.)

Watermark currently has about twenty local nonprofit partners, and it helps to know 
how many of our members serve with each. Being aware of all of the organizations 
our members serve with helps us better understand the types of efforts our body is 
willing to invest their time and talents in. This data facilitates decisions about further 
deployment, including possibilities for new partnerships.19

2. “Are there additional ways you’ve been serving (besides the above questions)20 
that you’d like to share with us?” (A free response box is offered.)

While the first question examines regular participation, this one allows members 
to share less regular or less traditional involvements. Many members express their 
delight in ventures that range from hosting workplace Bible studies to establishing a 
running club for special needs individuals. Responses to this question often disclose 
pertinent strengths, interests, and concerns that might not be discovered otherwise.

3. “If you have areas of great interest or passion for serving others you’d like to 
share, please indicate those here:”21 (A free response box is offered.)

This question pivots from focusing on our members’ activity to focusing on their 
interests. People often include interests and passions that reflect their occupations 
or ways they already volunteer. But they also include causes for which they have 
no current outlet to make an impact. Both kinds of data help Watermark weigh its 
priorities and investments. And in each case, we get a look inside our members’ 
hearts, hearing their areas of “holy discontent”22 or special excitement.

19 Watermark’s process for developing new partnerships reflects an asset-based approach, as well. 
Instead of initiating partnerships ourselves, staff allows our people’s current involvements (one type 
of “asset”) to initiate our participation. We humorously, but not ironically, call Watermark’s members 
our “only missions committee.” When a local organization draws members to invest time, talents, or 
treasure, it signals to the staff that this might make a strong corporate partner.
20 “Questions” refers both to the first question listed here and to a few direct queries about serving with 
small groups, in neighborhoods, and with one’s children.
21 The bold text here and in the following questions is included in the survey. Through the years, we 
have realized the importance of clarifying (as much as is practical) exactly what we are asking.
22 A term used in relation to this discussion by Sherman in Kingdom Calling, 127.
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4. “If you have experience or talents you might like to use to serve others (if a 
need arises), please indicate those.” (This is followed by about 40 checkboxes—
from administration/clerical support to writing/editing. An “other” checkbox is 
also offered, with a chance to explain.)

5. “Above you indicated experience and skills. For each box you selected above, 
please list your specific experience or talents in this area.”

These twin questions reveal members’ vocational skills, expertise, self-taught 
talents, and other skills. As patterns emerge, the team may note ideal deployment 
avenues (e.g., considering a new ministry partner that has a need for assets not 
already well-utilized) or equipping opportunities (e.g., a vocational stewardship 
training day for those in the medical field). However, the responses to both 
questions also come in quite handy at the individual (rather than composite) level, 
as will be discussed in the next section.

6. “We are hoping to better equip our members to serve the Lord within their 
daily workplace callings! What is your primary career field?” (This is followed 
by approximately 30 choices—from accounting to transportation, and also 
including homemaking/stay-at-home parent, retired, student, and “other” with a 
corresponding blank.)

Data on members’ day-to-day callings informs us (and the larger church leadership) 
about how members spend the majority of their waking hours. For the External 
Focus Team, this data helps us develop various opportunities to shepherd 
those members, from providing potential skill-based service opportunities (e.g. 
international medical trips) to building occupation-based affinity groups for 
equipping, encouragement, and deployment.

“Targeted” Deployment

Directly before asking about experience and skills (questions 4 and 5 above), the 
survey indicates the intention behind asking these questions:

“Opportunities sometimes arise to utilize our members’ experience or 
talents. And knowing our body’s strengths helps us identify ways we can 
impact our city and world.”

The latter sentence’s aim has already been addressed. But the first sentence hints at 
something else.

When it comes to using this data to facilitate individual deployment, we can utilize 
our people’s answers about their skills and experiences in at least two key ways. 
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The first involves directly aiding local nonprofits by deploying skilled members for 
specific short-term or ongoing needs. For instance, if a ministry partner needs a 
new logo, we can directly solicit help from graphic designers. If an organization 
wants to organize a special event, we can easily reach out to people with event 
planning skills.

The second major use of this information catalyzes outreach efforts, especially 
new ones, by advertising to the segments of our members who are most likely to 
be interested. We might inform people with legal experience about a new justice 
partnership that utilizes lawyers. Or we may share with beauty professionals 
the opportunity to serve homeless women in our annual “day of beauty” at the 
Watermark campus. We can also use data from the interests and passions question 
similarly, alerting these individuals about opportunities to connect their interest with 
a particular volunteer service.

Besides the straightforward way this process discovers proficient individuals and the 
honor it shows members of the body, targeted deployment offers another benefit 
in our large church. By promoting such projects only to those with applicable 
attributes, we avoid oversaturating our members with volunteer requests. When 
each notice (of this type) approximates a recipient’s unique skillset or interests, 
members are less likely to ignore them or see them as impositions. In fact, 
members’ responses very often include a note of thanks for including them in our 
request for help.

Determining Opportunities

How can a church discover community needs it might deploy people (and their 
assets) to meet? At Watermark, partner organizations can communicate needs to 
us directly. But we are also open to suggestions from Watermark staff members, 
trusted organizations that are not “official” partners, and church members. We 
further keep our ear to the ground for opportunities to contribute to the world 
around us, staying abreast of happenings in our city.

There are other means that might yield additional fruit. For instance, a church could 
offer a needs submission form or a nomination process to be used by trusted 
organizations, the church’s members (as they recognize needs around them), and 
others. Or a church could prime the pump with local partners, the city, and others 
by proactively offering leaders a list of the various assets reflected within their body 
to help them more easily realize ways church members could contribute. And of 
course, any church that connects with its neighbors, gains prudent partners, or 
develops relationships within various sectors (government, the arts, education, etc.) 
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will naturally observe needs along with assets that already exist there. Then the 
church can most effectively supplement the assets already available in that arena.

If a church gains an understanding of its people’s assets, it can confidently respond 
to community requests and obvious needs with an army at the ready. But one more 
option should not be overlooked, and it perhaps reflects the most comprehensively 
asset-based approach of all. Church leaders can also scrutinize the various skills, 
experiences, and passions of their membership and then devise “common good” 
efforts grounded in those assets.23

For instance, if a church sees that a surprising number of its members have 
backgrounds in education, then adopting a local school might rise on the church’s 
priority list. Or if a significant number have a passion to serve elderly individuals, 
then church leaders might look for a partnership or start an effort of their own to 
serve the community’s seniors. Even a small number of members participating in 
the city’s arts scene might catalyze relationship-building within that sector.

When Watermark Church took this approach of deriving the church’s next calling 
from the assets of its members, it led to the establishment of an off site medical 
clinic. The large medical community within Watermark prompted the development 
of a nonprofit urgent care clinic in partnership with a for-profit medical services 
company and in cooperation with the city of Dallas.

An aggressive, ongoing effort using this asset-based approach could profoundly 
encourage a church’s membership and create an unparalleled climate of 
entrepreneurial impact. Such an undertaking also requires much creativity, wisdom, 
time, and trial and error. But for the gutsy church it offers surprising adventures.

Recent Examples of Deployment From the 4B Survey

So far, Watermark’s main foray into asset-based development has involved 
connecting our people’s skills with requests from other organizations. Recently, for 
instance, we were contacted by Prison Entrepreneurship Program, a local prisoner 
re-entry organization. They planned to offer the Chalmers Center’s Faith and 
Finances curriculum to program participants but needed additional class mentors. 
While this role did not require deep financial understanding, I wanted to promote 
it to those most attuned to either the audience or the discussion matter. So I 
advertised the opportunity to a few distinct groups:

• People with experience/skills in finance

23 This especially corresponds with Sherman’s latter two “pathways” discussed previously: developing a 
community-impacting enterprise, and corporately and comprehensively responding to a cause.
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• People with experience/skills in prison ministry
• People with a passion for prisoner outreach

Instead of providing member information to an external organization, I personally 
emailed our members a brief note describing the opportunity and instructing 
anyone interested to contact the leader directly.24 The response was encouraging, 
as many individuals responded within a few days.

Sometimes a need requires very specific skills, such as a recent request to evaluate 
the sturdiness of the roof on a partner’s building. In that case, a question in the 
survey about specific skills and experience came in handy. After filtering for the 
general construction skillset, I was able to skim the additional free response 
sections and find individuals with engineering, architecture, or other relevant 
expertise.

In a recent case I found particularly fun, we received a request to help build a 
very large nativity scene. This undertaking provided me with the opportunity to 
suggest a project team. I searched our database for members with assets in design, 
construction, woodworking expertise, and structural engineering. Ultimately, I 
proposed a team with these various assets, and also added the element of bringing 
together members of various ages and life stages.

In other projects our members have assisted with, grant writers have helped 
nonprofits seek financial gifts. Marketing professionals offered a daylong 
consultation to help grow a nonprofit’s volunteer base. Experienced graphic 
designers helped equip the Watermark church body by designing outreach guides 
(e.g., Block Party in a Box and Building a Homeless Care Kit booklets). And when 
our school engagement ministry needed administrative help, we found it by filtering 
for administrative skills and education experience, and even geographic proximity 
to the ministry’s director.25

Additional Varieties of Asset-based Deployment

Even Watermark’s still embryonic efforts in asset-based deployment have produced 
exciting fruit. But although this means of data gathering (a church-wide survey 
all members are exposed to) produces powerful results, other models are also 
instructive. 

24 I always begin this type of message with a reminder of the permission they provided (e.g., “On this 
year’s 4B Survey, you indicated you might be interested in serving with your financial expertise”).
25 While this paper focuses on the opportunity to deploy people for the common good of our city, the 
4B Survey can also be used for asset-based deployment in our church’s onsite mission, as well. (Two 
recent projects have involved seeking people with audio-visual talents to edit audio recordings, and 
finding volunteers for our onsite emergency medical response team.)
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Many churches that already offer asset discovery classes of some sort may find 
themselves poised for this type of deployment already. Or perhaps they are only 
a step or two away. But success in this endeavor depends on discovering enough 
people’s assets and enough of the assets of each person. Toward gaining this 
comprehensive information, Amy Sherman suggests that “church leaders need to 
provide a system that helps their people to examine their gifts, passions and ‘holy 
discontents,’ and the dimensions of their vocational power.”26 Since the latter axis 
is often lacking, Sherman encourages adding vocational asset discovery to already 
robust processes that go beyond simple spiritual gift discovery (like the S.H.A.P.E. 
assessment popularized by Saddleback Church).27

Such assessments may be particularly beneficial when people first join a church, 
encouraging new congregants to think holistically about their assets and provide 
an immediate tally of their assets for possible deployment. This practice might also 
prompt a church to contemplate new asset-based excursions if patterns emerge. 
“Because we know God builds the body to match the assignment,” Henry Blackaby 
and Claude King write, “We pay close attention to the people God adds to the body. 
Sometimes that is an indication of an assignment God is getting us ready for.”28

Luther Snow’s book, discussed earlier, describes a process that combines 
asset discovery and deployment: the straightforwardly titled “Quick and Simple 
Congregational Asset-Mapping Experience.”29 A facilitator walks members (in a 
group of any size) through (1) identifying assets in the church (both individual and 
corporate), (2) linking or combining assets in order to identify possible actions, and 
(3) immediately “voting with their feet” by choosing activities they prefer to pursue. 
While the rest of his book unpacks those three aspects and explains the value of 
the process, Snow pitches the idea as highly interactive, well-tested, and purposely 
simple.

Asset-Based Deployment as a Church Role

If Snow’s method offers a grassroots approach to asset-based deployment, on the 
opposite end of the spectrum lies the chance to pursue asset-based deployment 
through a designated staff member or volunteer team. A strategic pursuit increases 

26 Sherman, 116. “Dimensions of vocational power” refers to the breadth of assets connected to 
one’s occupation, which Sherman delineates in pp. 118-26. This chapter in Kingdom Calling, entitled 
“Discovery,” also provides strong examples and stronger exhortations for building a process of 
discovery.
27 Ibid., 118-20.
28 Henry Blackaby and Claude V. King, Experiencing God: Knowing and Doing the Will of God, 10th 
Anniversary workbook ed. (Nashville: LifeWay Press, 1990), 182. This method is then illustrated by 
recounting a time “several people related to the medical profession joined our church,” which in turn 
led to establishing a medical ministry at a local Native American reservation.
29 Snow, 13-20, provides a synopsis of the method.
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the chances of actually utilizing any assets a church unearths through its discovery 
process(es). As Amy Sherman writes, “Not all congregations need to hire a paid staff 
person. But any church serious about vocational stewardship needs to designate 
a specific individual or team, paid or unpaid, that devotes time and energy to the 
work of equipping the laity”30 to use their assets in serving the common good. 

Many churches rightly help newcomers connect with small groups, life-stage 
ministries, and specialized equipping opportunities. Yet a further step might help 
deploy members for strategic opportunities (outside the church as well as inside) 
that align with their assets. This leadership role may even offer a key to assisting the 
“stalled” and “dissatisfied” groups that may compose up to a quarter of a church’s 
population.31 Whether this role involves full-time attention by a mobilization 
pastor, expanding the duties of a current assimilation pastor, or simply recruiting 
a volunteer-led deployment team, this role offers a substantial opportunity for 
member encouragement and deployment.

But whatever steps a church takes in asset-based deployment, members who 
participate will find themselves encouraged, as will staff. And leaders might build an 
asset-deploying culture in the process:

If you keep at this asset-based approach, though, you will find assets 
multiplying. Assets develop inside individuals; assets are attracted to 
your congregation; and assets emerge from unexpected places. Where 
needs-based planning keeps sucking capacity out of you, asset-based 
planning keeps adding to good things God has plopped down onto your 
congregation like second helpings at a Thanksgiving dinner!32

A Final Note about Members’ Notes

By way of conclusion, I reiterate a fact I mentioned briefly above: The process of 
getting to know our members through the church-wide survey has radically altered 
the lens through which I consider our body. Especially in a larger church like ours, 
one runs a constant risk of “missing the trees for the forest,” of looking only at 
the corporate body and blurring the faces. But this yearly cataloging of members’ 
assets—including the profound anthology of responses to our open-ended 
questions—has worked in me a unique appreciation for our flock.

30 Sherman, 117.
31 Hawkins, Greg L. and Cally Parkinson, with Eric Arnson, Move: What 1,000 Churches Reveal About 
Spiritual Growth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), 169-89. See also the earlier research in Greg L. 
Hawkins and Cally Parkinson with Eric Arnson, Reveal (Barrington, IL: Willow Creek Resources, 2007), 
47-54, which placed this figure at 25 percent.
32 Bob Sitze, Not Trying Too Hard: New Basics for Sustainable Congregations (Herndon, VA: Alban 
Institute, 2001), 245.
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The Condition of the Our Flocks by Benson Hines

I get to learn about unique roles people have outside our walls, from city council 
to driving for Uber to neighborhood leadership to boards of directors. I discover 
and daydream about further deploying their very wide-ranging talents. And I get 
to celebrate the fact that people reveal these things to us because they hold them 
precious, because they already recognize (consciously or unconsciously) the value 
of these properties and platforms. We celebrate the many ways our people already 
contribute to our community through their skills and passions, and we consider 
additional ways the body corporate might leave a watermark on our city. 

My heart leaps as I read through simple lists of attributes and experiences—in 
the humdrum confines of Microsoft Excel, no less. I feel something akin to what 
Eugene Peterson describes when reflecting on his past congregation and the 
wonder of exploring one’s flock:

The Jesus story was being reworked and re experienced in each of these 
people, in this town, this day. And I was here to see it take shape, listen 
to the sentences form, observe the actions, discern character and plot. I 
determined to be as exegetically serious when listening to Eric Matthews in 
koine American as I was when reading St. Matthew in koine Greek.33

What’s more, the act of initiating this conversation with our people has proven a joy, 
as I watch their response to our survey inquiries. They reflect zeal in their answers 
and appreciation when contacted about strategic opportunities. And in some 
cases, their responses make clear that our interest in their skills and interests—from 
agriculture to Zambia—surprises them. This response saddens me but indicates the 
power of simple inquiry. George Gallup, Jr., prince of pollsters, saw something of 
this dignity-reflecting opportunity in a church he led:

I first realized that polling can be a ministry when I worked in the Galveston 
church. I thought, These are remarkable people, but how do you give them 
a voice? One way was through surveys. It’s wonderful to give people a 
voice.34

To give our Dallas body a voice and learn the condition and dimensions of our flock 
through their responses… What a privilege!

33 Eugene H. Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant: An Exploration in Vocational Holiness (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992), 126.
34 George Gallup, Jr., “Getting the Information You Need” in Empowering Your Church Through 
Creativity and Change: 30 Strategies to Transform Your Ministry, ed. Marshall Shelley, Library of 
Christian Leadership (Nashville: Moorings, 2005), 165.
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