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Rodney James gets it. After a full career in the pulpit, six years 
ago, he joined the team at Churches By Daniels Construc-
tion to help churches design and build buildings. Now after 

getting a front row seat to watch hundreds of churches go through 
the building process, he is in a unique position to understand what 
the coming generation looks for in a church. To some, his message 
is a bit unsettling. But bottom-line? If your church is not growing, 
part of the problem could be your building.

Everything has changed about church and every church in Amer-
ica is wrestling with it. Two decades ago, people went to church 
on principle. After all, they were the WWII generation. They lived 
in commitment and were dedicated to be there every time the 
doors were open. Things have changed and church members have 
changed as well. People now don’t go on principle. They go, seek-
ing a purpose.

Rodney explained that this “purpose” means they now demand a 
reason to go to church. They need Jesus, isn’t that enough? “Not 
anymore,” says Rodney. “People want to make sure the church 
experience provides value for them as a person. They must find 
that value in the message being taught and in the ministries being 
offered. As soon as they drive up to your building, they are already 
assessing whether the church offers value for them and for their 
children. Provide that value, especially for their children and you 
have passed the first test,” he explained.

“Today’s millennials and the new generation Z’s walk into the door 
asking themselves if this church values kids. If there is no theming 
and the walls are painted white, guests will not believe your church 
places a high value on children. I am not talking about how we do 
the ministry once we get them in the door. I am talking about … 
what are those impressions people see as they drive by? 

Churches often defensively answer that we are not here to enter-
tain and I understand that. However, Paul said, I became all things 
to all people that we might win the more. As the culture changes, 
our methods need to change in order to communicate the same 

basic message.  I am a pastor at heart. I am as evangelistic as any-
body. I believe the Gospel message is the most important thing we 
have to offer for a lost world, but the reality is, if I can’t get them 
to come in the building, there is little value in the message. 

The first impression people have of your church is critical. Look at 
any other organization that is building buildings such as Starbucks, 
McDonalds, or Arby’s. RibCrib has recently rebuilt every one of 
their restaurants. Why? Because there is great value in raising the 
perception given by modern, clean facilities. It is a lesson every 
successful business understands. Unfortunately, the church often 
believes they don’t have to update…that our message is still the 
same and that we still have the same things to offer. But like the 
businesses around us, if a church doesn’t update, they won’t be 
successful at bringing people in and ultimately reaching the lost of 
this culture.

Rodney mentioned the Asbury United Methodist building as an 
example. “Asbury’s leaders began to understand the challenges 
some time ago, so they purchased the ice rink in hopes of doing a 
better job of reaching the twenty-somethings. Then, they realized 
that in 15-20 years, those same families weren’t likely to move over 
to the main, traditional building with its 150-member choir and 
50-piece orchestra. So, we did a major renovation to the sanctu-
ary. We didn’t change much architecturally. We didn’t build a new 
building, but we did a lot of things that allowed those 20-some-
things to enjoy a very contemporary service. We addressed the 
perceived needs of this culture and we did it subtlely, keeping the 
traditional elements, yet bridging that gap with some technology in 

order to facilitate the way this generation wants to worship.”  Per-
ception is more than half the battle. How do you get folks in the 
door? Churches need to think about curb appeal. Does the outside 
of your church look like what your mission and ministry really is? 
People of today’s culture and generation don’t want to park and 
ask someone where the front door is. If you have five entrances, 
they better be clearly marked, not necessarily with signage, but 
from an architectural standpoint. By using color and theming, you 
can help communicate that this is where the kids enter. Then, once 
inside, your children’s space has to communicate that you value 
children.”

Rodney says the ideas for today’s church design mostly came from 
the businesses around us. “The 3rd space or gathering space con-
cept that we incorporate into many churches came from Starbucks. 
They understood that it was all about “the feel” of the room. So 
now, churches put in coffee shops and areas for people to gather. 
It is not just the refreshment, it is that I am going to grab a cup 
of coffee and sit down and have a conversation with someone. 
It is relational. It is a culture that Starbucks and others created or 
tapped into. If a church can create a relational environment, peo-
ple will be less likely to get out of church and walk directly out the 
door. Instead, they sit down and have a conversation. With proper 
design, you can create the opportunity for that conversation. 

Another example of the influence of the businesses around us 
comes from McDonalds. They understood that if they made it fun 
for kids, their parents would bring them. If you have children, you 
know that you took your kids there to play. The food was second-
ary. One pastor recently said, ‘If I could afford to build Disney 
World, that is what I would do, because I want the kids to want to 
be here on Sunday morning. I can put the message in them if they 
want to be here.’

The challenge is to create a facility that meets the needs of our cul-
ture and that drives people into our facilities, communicating that 
there is purpose and the church understands their needs.”

So, can all of this be done in the older, small, traditional church 
building? “Absolutely,” Rodney insists. “We have story after story 
of churches who made subtle, affordable changes that helped turn 
things around and brought in many additional members.”

“Back in the 60s-80s, the goal was to build churches which were 
architecturally appealing inside. Then, starting in the 90s, we began 
to deemphasize the inside and instead emphasized the message or 
the platform area. We went from designing beautiful white build-
ings with stained glass, massive columns and ornate designs to 
literally a building a black box so that all the focus would be on the 
platform.

In the last couple of decades, we have become very visual people. 
In fact, statistics tell us that about 70 percent of communication 
today is visual. It wasn’t that way when we didn’t have televisions 

and Internet. You can no longer have a guy stand on the platform 
and talk for 45 minutes and just communicate. Now, he has to 
have the visual elements to help keep the people connected. The 
scripture he is reading needs to be projected on the screen. The 
illustration needs some kind of visual element to it. The videos that 
happen before or during or after he speaks need to drive home the 
point of the message or application. All of those things are how 
we communicate today. So, because we have changed from being 
an auditory people to being a visual people, churches have learned 
to place the focus on the platform. Yes, maybe we use some light-
ing differently than we did before. Maybe we use some additional 
video, but all of that has one purpose, to be able to better commu-
nicate the message to the culture of today. So, the changes don’t 
have to be wholesale and huge, but they do have to incorporate 
the things that help our culture receive the message.

At Churches by Daniels, we have walked hundreds of pastors 
through these transitions and we understand the cultural challeng-
es with making these changes. The pastors must cast the vision for 
their church. It is my job to provide the right tools, the right infor-
mation and the right visuals to help them so they will be successful 
at reaching that future generation. 

Yes, we need to still teach the theology and the doctrine, but we 
must do it relevant to the culture. That is what Paul did. When he 
stood at Athens on Mars Hill, he taught totally differently than he 
would have taught at the church in Corinth. But he did it so he 
could communicate a message to those people within their culture 
in a way they could understand. We must do the same thing today.

Most churches are realizing that they must make changes. We 
are doing multiple projects where we are converting traditional 
facilities to more contemporary ones. Some are taking larger steps 
than others. We are helping them phase in the changes so that the 
process isn’t too dramatic. There aren’t many churches building 
traditional church buildings any more.”

Rodney understands that this can be uncomfortable to some. “It 
is not the way we grew up. It is not the way we perceive church 
to be. Some feel that if we introduce contemporary music, we are 
sacrificing our heritage. Some feel if we introduce this new ‘feel,’ 
we will lose our way, but the reality is that that the message doesn’t 
change. The message doesn’t change, but our methods have to. 
Our facilities are part of that message. The definition of the word 
‘facility’ is ‘unimpeded process.’  If we are going to facilitate minis-
try, we can’t have our buildings being obstacles to communicating 
the message.”

Where do you start? What should you invest in first? Maybe 
the first step is to sit down with Rodney James and the team at 
Churches By Daniels Construction. They can help you get an out-
siders view of your church building and offer changes which will 
communicate exactly what you want…that your church loves them 
and wants to meet their needs. 

We invite you to start your building process by visiting 
www.ChurchesByDaniels.com.
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