
H O L Y  D E S P E R A T I O N

B I L L  M A L I C K

F R E S H S T A R T N E T W O R K . C O M

O P E N I N G  T H E  D O O R  T O  A  N E W  B E G I N N I N G



HOLY DESPERATION is the critical early step on the journey to
replanting life-giving churches. Mark Hallock, leader in The
Calvary Family of Churches, uses a phrase that further
describes holy desperation—Humble Surrender. It’s the place
most leaders of struggling or dying churches need to come
to, but where they are reluctant to go because it involves
taking their hands off the wheel and entrusting new
leadership. For these legacy leaders, humble surrender
doesn’t come easily. It is a process that takes time. It
requires a lot of prayer and trust. 

Concerned leaders of struggling or dying churches are often
frustrated and hurting. Other times they are complacent; not
because they don’t care but because they’ve tried
everything, only to arrive right back where they started. This
creates a hopeless feeling in them. They simply don’t know
what to do or where to turn, so they faithfully press on, only
to be discouraged as their churches continue to decline.
Frustration and complacency festers into desperation.

 “We tried everything we could think of only to see the
pattern of decline continue,” the pastor of a church that
experienced a great fresh start told me. “We asked God, why
are we not seeing anything new here when we see it in other
places. Why not us, God?” 

They were desperate, but desperation is not the same as
holy desperation. Holy desperation is the deep realization
that only God can carry us to a new beginning. In his book,
Holy Desperation, Van Havner, the beloved and renowned
revivalist of the 20th century, wrote:
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‘Every one of the great heroes of faith were desperate people,
Daniel in the lion’s den, the Hebrew children in the fiery furnace,
Elijah and Isaiah, Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, the disciples in the
storm, Jacob at Jabbok, Moses at the Red Sea, David facing
Goliath, the four lepers at the gate of Samaria every one of them
on the spot, desperate.’ God delights in blessing those who are
desperate for Him. When we feel far from God and need a fresh
touch from Him, when we want to obey Him more than anything
else, we are becoming desperate. And when we desperately
need God and want God more than anything else we will find
Him and be blessed. If you’re tired of mediocrity and long for a
move of God in your life, you need Holy Desperation!” 

The holy desperation Havner describes is the intense need
for God and the willingness to let Him take the wheel. But the
reality is that when leaders of struggling churches ask for
help, many aren’t ready to let go. Early on in my work to
persuade church leaders to accept a new beginning, my
mistake was to assume they were willing to let go when they
asked for help. However, in almost every church, this was not
the case. There was a significant chasm between
desperation and the willingness to do whatever it took to
change the direction of the church. 

On one side of this chasm there is complacency, frustration,
confusion, discouragement, and desperation. On the other
side is a new beginning and brighter future. We have to
build a bridge to span the chasm. Based on my extensive
experience replanting churches, I’ve found that four
supports are critical to the stability of that bridge:
Revelation, Courage, Trust, Vision. 
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After repeatedly meeting with five elders from an eventually
replanted church, I will admit I was growing frustrated. After
all, they had called me for help more than a year earlier, so I
thought they were ready. Yes, they wanted help, but they
were not ready to relinquish control. For that church, and
others to follow, a revelation tipped the first domino leading
to decisions that, up until then, were unreachable. 

I’ll never forget the breakthrough moment that led to a
revelation for these elders. Running out of ideas to move
things forward, an unrehearsed question came to mind that
proved to be God’s Spirit inserting Himself. I turned to one of
the men, a retired doctor of internal medicine, and said,
“Suppose you have a cancer patient who has an operable
tumor . . . ?” Before I could complete the question, he raised
his hand and said, “I vote we let go and go to
redevelopment.” (In the case of this church, redevelopment
was the official term for letting go and trusting someone
else to guide the new beginning.) 
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BRIDGE TO A NEW BEGINNING
SUPPORT #1 REVELATION 



The doctor had a clear understanding that surgery was
essential to save his patient. His medical training allowed
him to make the natural connection between the health of
his patient and the health of his church. This was a
revelatory moment. It was the “Oh No” moment before the
“Ah Ha” moment. To my amazement, three of the remaining
four elders immediately raised their hands in agreement. 

If you counted the raised hands, you noticed there was a
lone dissenting elder. Soon after, he and his family left the
church. He was a good man, nevertheless, opposition often
comes from people with good intentions. However, it is still
resistance. How to recognize and address opposition is the
subject of an upcoming FSN white paper based on
Nehemiah and the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem. The
same kind of opposition he faced can surface in a church
replant. 

THE ENEMY DOES NOT WANT CHURCHES 
TO BECOME LIFE GIVING AND WILL DO

ANYTHING TO PREVENT IT. 
 
 

THE DORMANT OR STRUGGLING
CHURCH HE WILL NOT RUFFLE.  
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Revelation that leads to discovery is a key to change. The
revelation that happened with the good doctor was far more
effective than exhortation. It caused him to see that without
surgery his patient was doomed. Meds by themselves were
not enough. He saw that the status quo was more
dangerous and deadly than venturing into the unknown. In a
Harvard Business Review article, John Kotter quotes the CEO
of a large company as saying, “The purpose of all this
activity is to make the status quo seem more dangerous
than launching into the unknown.”  

The imminent danger for struggling and dying churches is to
be locked into the status quo and not see the opportunity
for a vibrant new life. Revelation can open leaders’ eyes to
the need for radical change. That’s a start, but it’s not
enough Revelation needs to be followed by Courage .

The Lord said to Joshua as he was about to walk through the
water into a new land, “Be strong and courageous. Do not be
afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be
with you wherever you go.” (Joshua 1:9). 
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BRIDGE TO A NEW BEGINNING
SUPPORT #2 COURAGE 



Courage is a key component of change. Joshua was
reminded of this reality repeatedly, and not just at the start
of his journey. This was not accidental nor incidental as he
later realized through one battle after another. 

In the White Paper, The Case for Replanting, you met Joe, the
lead elder in the first church I worked with for a fresh start. I
once asked him an important question: “What finally helped
you let go and persuade the people of your church to trust
God for a new beginning?” Without hesitation he replied,
“Courage!” He went on to say something extremely
insightful: He Said, finding the courage to do what needed to
be done in the church was more difficult than almost
anything else I’ve ever done.” He then told me an incredible
story of how God used a Hollywood celebrity for whom his
construction company was working to speak to him. 

"The lady knew my wife and me. She knew we’d dropped out of
our church for personal reasons after years of service. She
wanted to share something with me but was hesitant because
she thought I might take it the wrong way. I was thinking, me
and my crew are about to get fired! 

“Here goes,” she said. “God has a message for you. He told me to
tell you to get off your rear (not her exact word) and put the
armor of God back on and get back into the battle. God has a
purpose for you at your church. I had a vision that you were in
heaven. I saw you leaping because you saw the people there
you had been able to help.” 

That vision was remarkable, and her courage to speak really left
a deep impression on me. We immediately went back to our little
church and the rest is history. Her words changed my life. Her
courage gave me the courage to do what I needed to do as a
leader."
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Joe only has a high school education, but he’s one of the
wisest men I’ve ever met. Listening to him and watching him
take on huge challenges reminded me that there are a lot of
people we might think of as “ordinary Joes" in our churches
who are actually extraordinary. They can and will lead the
way to new beginnings. We should never look past the
ordinary Joes who may have the courage to move forward.
 
Revelation and Courage are key supports of the bridge to a
new beginning. To them must be added a third: Trust.
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IT REQUIRES COURAGE TO TELL 
SOMEONE WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE 

AND TO LEAD THEM IN 
THAT DIRECTION.  

 

BRIDGE TO A NEW BEGINNING
SUPPORT #3 TRUST 



A third support of the bridge to a new beginning involves
earning the trust of the legacy leaders of the church. These
leaders are often wonderful and faithful people who have
been part of the church for years, decades even. They love
God dearly and don’t want to quit; they just want a
sustainable way forward----a way to please God and help
people. Conversely, there are some in leadership who are
motivated by the need to be in control. Discerning the
motives of leaders is vital. It can be revealed through prayer
and observation of how they react when help is offered.

One church leader we walked with through the replanting of his
church spoke about the trust that took root in the hearts and
minds of the leaders as we met together:

When you came in, you didn’t stonewall us but were willing to
listen to us. That was a game-changer. Over time, we prayerfully
figured that this was God leading us. In our times together we
got answers that we needed from the regional leaders who had
authority over our church. We mainly were ready because you
listened to us. You didn’t say, “We know what to do so you guys
should get out of the way.” Trust was the winning factor for us.
We needed to take responsibility. I knew I couldn’t be a good
elder if I wouldn’t come to grips with the fact that I was partly
to blame. You showed us a path that we weren’t envisioning. We
came to the point that we trusted you.

To help create trust in one church after another, I
established with the legacy leaders a written agreement
telling the people we would not sell their building and leave
the community. We were not there to gain an asset. We
came alongside to seek God together in restoring the
church to its original purpose. 
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Church after church we heard stories of their history and
their ongoing desire to be witnesses for Christ in their cities
and towns. They wanted to restore the outward focus and
obedience to God that was the driving force behind the
long-ago days when their church was first planted. 

Revelation, Courage ,  and Trust all lead to a willingness to
establish the fourth support: a fresh Vision .

Vision is a clear picture of a desired future. Over 30 years
ago, my ministry mentor, the late Dr. Don Taylor, told me
time and again, “People tend to go in the direction they’re
headed.” That stuck with me. I’ve tested that maxim over the
years and found it almost always true. Any exceptions were
miracles!

Struggling and dying churches are heading in the wrong
direction, and at Fresh Start Network, we’ve been called and
burdened to help them change direction, whatever that
takes. We are not alone in this. Christ is the head of His
church and He has entrusted us to help provide new
direction when needed. 
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BRIDGE TO A NEW BEGINNING
SUPPORT #4 VISION



So, how do we change the direction of struggling churches?
While every church must seek God’s specific “sacred call”—
its’ unique reason for existence—there’s one clear direction
for all churches: Outward! We hear it in the instructions
Jesus gave to His followers:

“For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost”
(Luke 19:10). Jesus’s response to those questioning His priority as
it pertains to whom He spent His time with. He was “seeking” the
lost.

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations,” (Matthew
28:19a). Post-resurrection directive to His followers with the
high-priority impact of a personal and final instruction. “Go!”

“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you;
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem (a place nearby), and
in all Judea, (a place nearby where people are similar to you),
and Samaria (a place nearby where people are different than
you, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Jesus’s last words
of instruction that carry a particularly heavy weight and priority.
And a clear direction—outward into the world!
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JESUS'S DIRECTIVES TO HIS FOLLOWERS
POINT THE CHURCH IN AN OUTWARD

DIRECTION.  
 



Jesus's directives to His followers point the church in an
outward direction. If ignored, the church will be sucked
inward by the natural centripetal force that is our default
setting. To counteract this, we need a vision that looks
beyond the walls of the church and that involves becoming
an equipping and sending body.  

It’s so important to keep God’s purpose for the church in
front of His people as a clear and encouraging reminder.
That purpose is stated in God’s Word, which is more
powerful than any human arguments. His Word is able to
change hearts and minds where we cannot. And remember,
we are working together with Christ who gave us the Great
Commission in Matthew 28:19. Don’t miss the implication of
the “co” part. We are expanding the church together with
Christ. What an honor to be “co”-workers with Him! 

WHAT IS THE VISION FOR A REPLANTED CHURCH? 

Several years after the replanting of his church, I invited Joe,
whom you met earlier, to share his experience at a church
conference. He started to cry as he began to speak. After
composing himself, he explained, 

"Here’s why I cried. I see God’s hand on every aspect of the
replanting! When I walk into the church today, I just smile. I can’t
help it. I love it. I love the people. We’re not a big church, but
we’re a strong church. There are children everywhere. We are
reaching people. We are investing in ministries outside our
building. We are training up and sending out leaders. We are
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investing in a sister ministry of great need in Watts, California.
The lady’s vision courageously declared to me years ago has
already come true here on earth. And one day I’ll be leaping in
heaven as I see the people I was able to help. I can’t wait!"

The legacy leaders of dying churches are often stuck in
desperation. When desperation graduates to holy
desperation, the leaders, in humble surrender, let go of 
the wheel and trust God for a new beginning—a fresh 
start. When this happens, we see God do immeasurably
more than any of us could imagine!
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BRIDGE TO A NEW BEGINNING
HOLY DESPERATION

REVELATION COURAGE TRUST VISION



One resource available for churches on their journey from
desperation to a new beginning are partner churches The
white paper, Benefits of a Partner Church (available at,
www.freshstartnetwork.com) details how partnering
church/es come alongside to help with replanting. It shares
first-hand accounts of how everyone benefits. Replanted
churches and partner churches are bolstered by a fresh
vision of a desired future. The churches are empowered as
the Holy Spirit breathes new life in and through them.

Coaching Points for helping a struggling church
cross the bridge to Holy Desperation:
 
1.) There are many wonderful people in struggling and dying
churches. Treat them with respect. Listen to them. Earn their
trust.

2.) The good people of the church who have stayed are at
various stages of readiness for replanting. Work to recognize
where they stand.

3.) Never assume the people or the leaders in struggling
churches understand the need to let go. Do the hard work of
painting a picture of the bridge from desperation to holy
desperation and a new beginning.

4.) Exhortation usually will not make people open to change.
Work toward moments of discovery. Pray. Listen to God for
the right questions to create a context for discovery.
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5.) There are almost always key influencers in every church.
They are often in leadership but not always. Sometimes a
key influencer is the spouse of a leader. Ask around to find
the influencers. Speak to them in a language they can
understand.  

6.) There are people who will oppose God’s purpose for the
church. Find the source and uproot it.  
 
7.) God wants His church to thrive. The lost need the good
news so stand your ground for their future benefit.

8.) Encourage and applaud courage.

9.) Be patient. Commit to stay in the community.

10.) Build a track record of trustworthiness one church at a
time and tell their stories. 

11.) Teach and promote the biblical mandate of Christ’s
purpose for the church.
 
12.) Paint a clear picture of the future for the church. Include
the people in the painting.

14

                 H O L Y  D E S P E R A T I O N



Holy Desperation: Finding God in your Deepest Point of
Need ,  Vance Havner compiled and Dennis Hester,
www.smile.amazon.com/Holy-Desperation-Vance-
Havner/dp/1619583178

Replanting 101: How you Can Revitalize Dying Churches ,  Mark
Hallock, www.smile.amazon.com/Replant-101-Revitalize-
Dying-Churches/dp/0999418122

Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail , John P.
Kotter, www.smile.amazon.com/Leading-Change-New-
Preface-Author/dp/1422186431

Benefits of a Partner Church, Bill Malick,
www.freshstartnetwork.com/papers

FSN videos and replanting tools,
www.freshstartnetwork.com/papers
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RESOURCES

B E N E F I T S  O F  A  P A R T N E R  C H U R C H

THE NETWORK 

Fresh Start Network is focused on replanting life giving
churches. If you or your team is interested in learning more,
discovering your next step, or simply want to be encouraged
visit www.freshstartnework.com

https://smile.amazon.com/Holy-Desperation-Vance-Havner/dp/1619583178/
https://smile.amazon.com/Replant-101-Revitalize-Dying-Churches/dp/0999418122/
https://smile.amazon.com/Leading-Change-New-Preface-Author/dp/1422186431/
https://freshstartnetwork.com/papers/
https://freshstartnetwork.com/papers/
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Bill Malick has served in various leadership roles from youth pastor
to church planter to lead pastor and district superintendant. In 1992,
Bill launched the Church Multiplication Training Center and Church
Planter Boot Camps which trained and empowered thousands of
planters across the world. In 2008, Bill created a new initiative
targeting the replanting of churches by combining principles of
redevelopment with the strategies of planting and replanting. The
result is the development of a network for districts, denominations
and parachurch groups raising the awareness of the need and
know how to effectively replant struggling and dying churches.

Bill and his wife Debbie live in Colorado Springs, Colorado. They
have 4 children and 15 grandchildren.  


