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These are books by a Californian pastor that are being read by millions of people. Their power is in a distillation of Christian wisdom surrounding individual and church vitality along the lines that nothing vitalises people and churches so much as the discovery or recovery of vision and purpose. Once we know we are doing right we become much more effective, even if it takes a lifetime for that sense of right to fully take hold of us. Part of the wisdom in these books is the request we take a long view since most important things take time to mature. A Chinese bamboo sprout is planted and then repeatedly watered and fertilised over five years to no evident effect before it grows to a staggering ninety feet height in six weeks – this is the model of patience we seek, for our lives and our churches as they quietly and faithfully welcome Christ’s vitality and unlearn the things that deaden the spirit.
When it comes to church growth the author insists that the key is in the growing of people rather than programmes. People, that is, in all their rich variety – those on the fringe of the church, the regular membership and the core leadership. The trick is to address needs right across the spectrum of commitment so that the word of Jesus to be pondered shifts from ‘come to me’ to ‘go out for me’ depending on the people the Lord is addressing. A purpose driven church has several purposes linked to people’s needs – membership, maturity, ministry, mission and the call to magnify God in worship – all of which must be taught continually to the appropriate groups.
Leadership is very important when it comes to church growth at every level, lay and ordained. Mature leaders are pivotal to church vitality since ‘a rising tide raises all the boats in the harbour’. They can ask for great commitment provided they make clear the great purpose behind it. ‘A Great Commitment to the Great Commandment and the Great Commission will grow a Great Church!’ Such a motto captures the connected up thinking that is a distinctive of Rick Warren’s approach which insists on holding the purposes of loving service and imaginative evangelism together at all times.
The devotional book Purpose-driven life outlines in forty daily meditations how Christianity addresses three issues basic to all human beings – ‘Who am I?’ (identity), ‘Do I matter?’ (importance) and ‘What’s my place?’ (impact) – with the five great purposes of our Faith: worship, fellowship, discipleship, ministry and evangelism. The core value to be sought is Christcentredness and Warren repeatedly queries his reader along the lines ‘if I have no love for others, no desire to serve others, I should question whether Christ is really in my life’. 

On the other hand when people or churches fall in line with God’s purposes for their lives it is as joyous and outgoing an experience as the surfing California is famous for. ‘It is not our responsibility to make waves…but to recognize a wave of God’s Spirit and ride it’. With such illustrations Warren’s books are easy reading. They blend the purposive elements of the Evangelical, Charismatic and Social traditions but without any reference to the Sacramental. A sequel is called for in that respect since so much of Warren’s writing calls for depth of Christian formation and there is much in Catholic tradition that could open up the vision and develop the purposes he addresses.
