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Emerging Congregations by Bob Whitesel, Abingdon Press, 2006) 

 
CHAPTER 3 

Mars Hill  
Grandville, MI 

 
This is not your father’s mega-church.  

 
A community preserves a sense of unity despite differences and forces that seek to 

splinter it… 
- Stiepan Mestrovic, postemotional sociologist and authori 

First Encounters: 
 
When visiting organic communities I have found it helpful to interview a person 

engaged in entry-level volunteer ministry.  Such interactions often connect me with those 

who give an insightful appraisals.  I soon encountered Doug Luyk, and explained to him 

the reason for my sojourn this morning with Mars Hill. 

“This is a large church,” I mused.  “What’s the key?”  Expecting to hear about the 

pastor’s oratory skills, or about the church’s popular music ministry, Doug quickly 

replied, “It’s about small groups …. everyone needs to be in a small group.  It’s the 

purpose and power behind Mars Hill.  Small groups are the ‘church in the world,’ not just 

the church on Sunday.” 

The remark was unexpected, but welcome.  I wondered if Doug was a leader of a 

small group and thus might have a bias.  But it soon became clear that Doug was simply a 

volunteer, who found small groups to be the glue that connected him to Mars Hill.   

Dashboard: 

Church: Mars Hill 
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Leaders:  Steve Webber (lead pastor), Rob Bell, Jr. (teaching pastor), Joe Hays (student 

ministries pastor), Denise Van Eck (community life pastor). 

Location:  The former Grandvillage Mall in Grandville, Michigan 

Affiliation:  Non-denominational. 

Size:  10,000+ per week 

Audience: people in their twenties to late-forties, middle to upper middle class, 

college/postmodern thinkers, multiple generations, dechurched and unchurched people 

Website:  www.mhbcmi.org  

A Fusion of Rhythms: 

Shared Rhythms 

The Rhythm of Place  

 At first encounter, Mars Hill feels like a boomer mega-church,ii with a large 

auditorium filled three times on Sunday.  The venue is a former mid-sized mall, in the 

auditorium of a former anchor tenant.  With little decoration, the iron beams and metal 

roof give the impression of a warehouse; which could easily be mistaken for the habitat 

of boomers.  However, a closer introspection of Mars Hill’s unassuming yet pervasive 

strategies reveals that this is not your father’ mega-church.   

The Rhythm of Worship  

The worship setting and format share common elements with boomer churches, 

perhaps more so than they do with many organic churches.  Due to the congregation’s 

size, features of the organic church such as low-lighting, interactive stations, comfortable 

chairs, and the like were missing.  And, the direct and concise format was similar to 

many boomer churches: twenty minutes of worship, an engaging sermon of forty 
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minutes, followed by ten minutes of praise.  Though the format was reminiscent of 

boomer congregations, the content was not, with a refreshingly modest and unpretentious 

spirit. This ability to create an unassuming ambiance amid a mega-sized congregation is a 

unique rhythm that will be discussed later in this chapter.   

The worship music and its mode of presentation on the other hand paralleled other 

organic congregations.  Worship songs by Matt Redman, Paul Oakley, and Delirious 

were given an edgy musical interpretation, that fused together a spiritual rallying call 

with personal submissiveness and introspection.   

 The culmination of this atmosphere led, as it so often does in organic 

congregations, not to an emphasis on the music, musicians, execution, or even my 

enjoyment … but rather on the majesty and supremacy of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The Rhythm of Discipleship and the Word 

 The sermon embraced orthodox evangelical theology.  And the sermon was 

delivered in jeans and simple shirt sans tie, making the speaker appear to be a college 

student rather than a shepherd of this sizable congregation.  He did not shout nor roar, but 

passionately engaged the audience with his viewpoint.  Using extemporaneous humor, he 

allowed the audience to see him as one of them, albeit with a persuasive argument.iii 

 The speaker also reminded the audience that “everyone here is a missionary .. 

whether in a carpool or a cubical.”  Here again was a missional attitude, asserting that all 

attendees are missionaries, not just those that are sent to foreign locales.   

 In addition, the emphasis in all bulletins, church signage, and publications was not 

upon the pastors, but upon this missional direction of the congregants.  Many non-organic 

churches feature proudly the pastors’ names on signage, bulletins, etc., and as such may 
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unconsciously perpetuate a philosophy that the pastor is the primary caregiver and 

minister.  However, during my visit to Mars Hill six large icons seemed to be the most 

pervasive signage. In fact, when I first entered the building I stared at the large symbols 

above the entrance doors trying to ascertain if they were directional signage.  Each icon 

was a variation on an arrow, and encompassed by a circle.  Their simple and similar 

structure interested and engaged me, and soon I discovered they represent the essential 

nature of the congregation’s missional thrust.  The lack of the shepherds’ names, and the 

prominence of these icons, gave this congregation a sense a purpose, rather than 

personality. 

Inspired Rhythms 

Inspired Rhythms of Place  

Mars Hill meets in a former mid-sized shopping mall.  Such community shopping 

malls, with only one or two anchor tenants and 15-20 store fronts, are increasingly being 

closed, as bigger region-wide malls replace them.  As a result, many communities are 

having difficulty finding suitable use for these facilities.   

At Mars Hill the sizeable hallways of an enclosed mall make good congregating 

points before and after worship.  These wide corridors are also excellent conduits for 

human traffic flow, directing people to what was once the anchor tenant of the mall, and 

now anchors Mars Hill’s worship gatherings.   

On my way to the auditorium, I passed many former store fronts that now 

provided convenient and aesthetically pleasing locations for children’s ministry.  

Through these windows a visitor can take in the life and vivacity of the children’s 

ministries.  Making the children ministry accessible and visible is something that should 
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be incorporated in more church designs, for as I walked toward the auditorium I was 

exposed to the life, vibrancy, and inter-generational community of this congregation.  

Inspired Rhythms of Worship  

The auditorium was bereft of decoration.  However, the location and ambiance of 

the stage was unique.  While some churches might locate the stage at one end of the 

auditorium, Mars Hill places it in the middle.iv  With seating on four sides, the theatre-in-

the-round effect ensures all seating is nearer to the speaker.  This engages the audience 

member, and allows a large church to retain some of its intimacy.  

 Initially I wondered if the worship team would be hampered by this encircling 

milieu.  However, they overcame this by arranging musicians and singers at the four sides 

of the stage, but facing inward.  This required all worship leaders to look at each other, 

and then beyond to the audience across the room.  This not only allowed musical 

synchronization, but also keeps the worship team from being the focal point, by placing 

them across the stage from the audience.  This unifying yet unpretentious arrangement 

allowed the music and the worship it generated to be the focus, not the musicians.  

Inspired Rhythms of Discipleship and the Word 

There are numerous exceptional rhythms at Mars Hill, but two require closer 

inspection.  One is the use of iconography, and the other is the unrelenting expectation 

that all attendees will participate in a small groups.  

Iconography 

Mars Hill utilizes six innovative icons to remind and enthuse congregants with 

their biblical mission.  Called “directions©,” large banners with these icons adorned the 

doors and hallways, reminding people of the essential elements of their missional 
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lifestyle.  Figure XX:X illustrates these icons, followed by a short overview of their 

meaning.v 

Figure XX:X, Directions© 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Roots  Journey Wholeness Community Serving Celebration 
 
 Roots:  Mars Hill Church sees themselves amid a long line of generations 

participating in a ongoing conversion between God and people.  Thus, the Bible contains 

God-inspired voices of those who have come before, sharing their poetry, narratives, 

stories, “and letters of response and relationship with each other and the living God.”vi  

Such a perspective allows the church to know where it is going, because it knows where 

it has been.  Richard Niebuhr, describing the tension between Christ and culture, labeled 

this the conversionist perspective, stating “for the conversionist, history is the story of 

God’s mighty deeds and of man’s responses to them.  He lives somewhat less ‘between 

the times’ and somewhat more in the divine “Now” than do his brothers.”vii 

Journey: This stresses that the church must discover innovative ways to 

communicate and live out Jesus’ teachings.  And, “because we see this as a journey, 

change is assumed, innovation is expected, and rebirth is welcomed.”viii  

Wholeness:  Jesus’ message is holistic as well as is our response; meaning when 

we offer our mind, body and soul to Him, he repairs the damage of our failures, worries, 

and shattered lives. 
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Community:  Bearing one other’s burdens, sharing possessions, praying, the 

confessing of sins, suffering together, and celebrating collectively, direct us toward an 

authentic and altruistic community. 

Serving: The church is called “… to relieve suffering and fight injustice, living 

out the transforming message of the resurrected Jesus … we were created to live for 

something larger than ourselves.”ix 

Celebration:  The world God originally created is good, with people created in His 

image.  Thus “no amount of darkness can erase that divine imprint.”  Subsequently God’s 

fingerprints are everywhere, allowing Mars Hill to celebrate His benevolence, 

munificence, and goodwill towards his creation. x  This again parallels Niebuhr who 

argues that “Man’s good nature has become corrupted; it is not bad, as something the 

ought not to exist, but warped, twisted, and misdirected.”xi   

Small Groups 

Though Mars Hill has been called an organic church, it has also grown to the size 

of a mega-church.  And while some believe mega-church and organic to be mutually 

exclusive categories, the proliferation of small groups, or “house churches,” has allowed 

Mars Hill to retain much of the intimacy characteristic of the organic church. 

Attendees fill out a House Church Request Form to discover which house church 

is right for them.  Then one of four full-time regional pastors guides each participant into 

the proper environ. 

A grass roots rather than a top-down orientation is maintained by allowing 

individual house churches to determine their size, timing, location, ministry, content, and 

focus.  Kindra Voorhies, the administrative assistant in the Community Life Ministries 
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summarizes, “Our main hope is that people will take house churches beyond the idea of a 

Bible study and will do life together: outside the four walls of the church, living out the 

call of Christ, living as Christ-like as possible, serving neighbors together … reading 

scripture … eating together …listening … sharing …. and living in true community 

together” (emphasis hers). 

 Researcher Win Arn noted that attendees of large churches “need to form many 

responsible groups both for their own growth and for the growth of the church. They need 

to relate.  They need to identify.  They need to really know one another so members are 

not lost in the bigness of it all.”xii  This describes well the spirit of Mars Hill. 

An Interview with My Tour Guides:  
Denise VanEck, Community Life Pastor;  

and Kindra Voorhies, Community Life Administrator 

How is your house church network structured? 

Kindra:   We divided West Michigan into 4 geographic regions, with a full time 

pastor serving each.   Within each region, clusters of eight to ten house churches are 

grouped into "neighborhoods,”  Leadership development, training and much of our local 

missional expression happens at the neighborhood level.  And within this structure, house 

church pastors serve as guides.   

  What do you mean they are guides? 

Kindra:  House church pastors are similar to whitewater rafting guides.  A guide 

doesn't do all the paddling to get the raft down the river...everyone in the boat paddles.  

The guide is there to steer them down the right path.  

Is there a proscribed time, focus, or frequency for house churches? 
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Denise:  A lot of people ask – how often should house churches meet? Again, 

there is no formula for this. A house church “meeting’ could be a set time to study and 

pray or it could be a baseball game or school play. It could be painting someone’s house 

or taking in a movie together. The healthiest communities find a rhythm that incorporates 

the realities of our complicated lives with the commitment to being true followers of 

Jesus.   

Kindra:  It is really up to the house church leader and the house church to 

determine what the group will focus on, who will be a part of it, and how many members 

is the right number. 

Any parting thoughts?  

 Denise:  A house church is not utopia – in fact, they tend to be a bit messy. No 

one has yet figured out how to do it all perfectly. The beauty of a house church is that as 

we do the journey together, we find the community that we long for, even when it’s not 

perfect. 

3 Lessons to Consider 

Lesson 1: 

Encourage participation in small groups to retain intimacy, accountability and 

mission.  Researchers such as Peter Wagner, Eddie Gibbs, and Lyle Schaller have 

demonstrated that small group settings are the primary environments in which 

discipleship and healthy church relationships develop.xiii   These groups are often 

described as 3-12 people,xiv in an environment that is “people centered… characterized by 

intimacy and interpersonal engagement.”xv  They usually meet on a semi-regular basis out 

of which accountability, discipleship, and mission arise.xvi  
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Retaining familiarity and interdependence as a church grows is a well-

documented problem.  English researcher Peter Brierley analyzed English church 

attendance in the 1990s and discovered that large churches increasingly have difficulty 

maintaining growth as they increase in size.xvii  Analyzing this data, Oxford professor of 

historical theology Alister McGrath ascribed the problem to “having reached a critical 

mass, larger churches began to lose the sense of ‘belonging’ that is such an important 

theme in postmodern culture.”xviii 

 At Mars Hill “house churches” address this potential disconnect as the church’s 

weekly attendance hovers around 10,000.  House churches are a core competency at Mars 

Hill,xix providing smaller, more intimate and accountable family infrastructures.  Rodney 

Clapp argues that this aligns better with the New Testament which did not intend the 

church to be an institution, but a family where “those who do the will of the Father (who, 

in other words, live under the reign of God) are now brothers and sisters.”xx  Small groups 

help Mars Hill retain this sense of kinship as the congregation grows, and biological 

families scatter. 

Conversations in the mall corridors of Mars Hill also revealed that congregants 

see the house church network as a fundamental, if not essential, part of their outreach.  

“Small groups are the church in the world,” stated Doug Luyk, with more passion that I 

anticipated.  “Not the church on Sunday.”  Missiologist Donald McGavran described 

such an attitude as “outward looking.”xxi 

However, for small groups to proliferate in a growing church, they must be 

created organically, rather than artificially.xxii  This means that we must not simply assign 

people to a group based upon age or location, and expect them to thrive in this artificial 
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environment.  Because camaraderie and affinity is created by more factors that just 

proximity in locale or age, an organically designed small group system delves into many 

commonalities before assigning people into small groups.  Mars Hill advocates this 

organic approach to small groups through their Community Life Department, which 

utilizes questionnaires and interviews to connect people with an appropriate house 

church.  

Thus, as a church grows, so too must its infrastructure of organically created 

small groups where intimacy, connectedness, discipleship, and mission is fostered.  If 

growth in this network is not directly proportional to your growth in size, brittleness, 

factions, loss of intimacy, and group exit will result.xxiii 

Lesson 2: 

If feasible, look for underutilized or vacant mid-sized malls as potential church 

facilities.   For over half a century shopping malls have been designed to create 

community, leisureliness, and engagement for shoppers.  Now, the same interpersonal 

dynamics can be attained when churches appropriate such facilities.  Architects of malls 

are skilled at recreating the leisurely pace of Main Street America, with fountains, 

benches, foliage, and locales for rest, respite and interaction.   

In addition, the traffic flow at Mars Hill was the best of any church I have visited 

in years, including many mega-churches with new facilities designed by noted architects.  

The large mall corridors meandered efficiently, but purposely towards the former anchor 

tenant location and current worship gathering space.   
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Finally, an ability to transform the mall store fronts into children ministry centers, 

youth venues, cafes, bookstores, and the like, means you can capitalize on a professional 

architect’s skill in building community, repose, as well as engagement. 

Lesson 3: 

Use technologically up-to-date tools such as short DVDs to communicate truth.  

Mars Hill utilizes a series of 12-minute short films on DVDs to communicate the Bible’s 

teaching to young people.  The films are an artistically rendered fusion of images, 

commentary, story-telling and music.  Plus, with the rise of user-friendly and low-cost 

computerized film editing tools, such mini-films can be readily crafted by church artisans 

eager to communicate truths to a postmodern mind more acquainted with video clips, 

sound bites, and movies than with Bibles or theological commentary.   

 
Footnotes: 
                                                
i Stjepan G. Mestrovic, Postemotional Society (London: SAGE Publications, 1997), p. 95.  

This is Mestrovic’s summation of Ferdinand Tonnies classic arguments on the 

distinctions between communities and societies in Community and Society (New York: 

Harper and Row, [1887] 1963). 

ii Former city-planner turned church growth consultant Lyle Schaller, tendered the first 

well-known classifications of church size.  He labeled churches over 700 attendees as 

“mini-denominations,” since they function as a network of sub-congregations (Lyle E. 

Schaller, The Multiple Staff and the Larger Church [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980], p. 

28; see also George G. Hunter III, The Contagious Congregation [Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 1979], p. 63).  Gary McIntosh in his book, One Size Doesn’t Fit All: Bringing Out 
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the Best in Any Size Church (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Fleming H. Revell, 1999, pp. 17-19) 

labels churches over 400 “large” and notes the “organizational basis” of their focus.  

While these labels are better descriptors for ecclesial management, the more trendy 

mega-church label has prevailed in popular culture, and customarily describes a church of 

over 1000 weekend attendees.  

iii Messages at Mars Hill deal unswervingly with the challenges of living in a postmodern 

world.  A recent sermon title was “The Revolutionary Life in an Abercrombie and Fitch 

World: exploring sexuality, lust, and the culture of skin we live in.” (www.mhbcmi.org, 

2004). 

iv The theatre-in-the-round environment is employed not only at Mars Hill, but also at 

Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis. 

v ©2004, 2005 Mars Hill, and adapted from their website 

www.mhbcmi.org/about/directions 

vi ibid. 

vii H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, p. 195 

viii www.mhbcmi.org/about/directions 

ix ibid. 

x ibid.  

xi H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, p. 194 

xii Donald A. McGavran, and Win Arn, How to Grow a Church: Conversations About 

Church Growth (Glendale, Calif.: G/L, 1974), p. 115. 
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xiii Lyle E. Schaller, Effective Church Planning (Nashville: Abingdon, 1981), pp. 17-63; 

C. Peter Wagner, Your Church Can Grow (Glendale, Calif.: G/L Publications, 1976), pp. 

107-8; Eddie Gibbs, I Believe in Church Growth (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. 

Eerdmans, 1981), pp. 275-282. 

xiv Whitesel and Hunter, A House Divided, p. 26. 

xv Whitesel, Growth by Accident, Death By Planning, p. 140. 

xvi Small groups can be, but are not limited to: Sunday School classes, leadership 

committees, training classes, classes of any kind, prayer groups, praise teams, and any 

kind of church team (ministry, fellowship, and/or athletic orientated).  For more 

information see “Missteps With Small Groups,” in Growth By Accident, Death By 

Planning, pp. 140-142, 

xvii Peter W. Brierley, The Tide is Running Out: What the English Church Attendance 

Survey Reveals (London: Christian Research, 2000). 

xviii Alister E. McGrath, The Future of Christianity, p. 65. 

xix A core competency is a unique attribute of an organization, administered with such 

passion and effectiveness that people both within and without the church recognize that 

this church has a fundamental capability and proficiency in this area. 

xx Rodney Clapp, Family at the Crossroads: Beyond Traditional and Modern Options 

(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p. 90. 

xxi Donald A. McGavran, and Win Arn, How to Grow a Church, p. 115. 

xxii Whitesel, Growth By Accident, pp. 145-146.  Here I list criteria for creating small 

groups in your church based upon organic interests, sub-cultures, and needs of 
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congregants; rather than the more customary non-organic method of small group 

conscription by age and geographic proximity. 

xxiii To address this malady, I have outlined the essential steps needed to determine if you 

have enough small groups to create a cohesive and organic infrastructure, in the chapter 

“Missteps With Small Groups” in Growth by Accident, Death by Planning, pp. 133-151. 


