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The Well’s Apple Valley campus 
reaching young families
By Christa Meland

Debra Morales says it was God who led 
her to The Well’s Apple Valley campus. 
She had been attending the Rosemount 
campus of The Well (formerly Rosemount 
UMC) since moving to Minnesota 
from California four years ago. But her 
daughter, who is in her early 30s, was 
looking for a different kind of church 
for her family. Morales started probing 
her daughter about what she wanted 
in a church, and around that same time, 
she met other young families who were 
saying the same things.

Morales conducted an informal poll 
asking young families what they were 
looking for in a church, and she created 
a spreadsheet with the results. When she 
learned that Rev. Nate Larson was going 
to be the pastor at a second campus 
of her beloved church, she shared her 
findings with him—and the two got to 
talking. 

“I just knew that God had called me to 
be part of this church for these younger 
families that are short on time but want 
to serve and need a different way to 
worship,” said Morales.

She has since been working closely 
with Larson and several others to get 
the Apple Valley campus off the ground. 
The church meets inside of the Carmike 
Movie Theater, and it aligns with many 
of the desires that Morales heard from 
the families she surveyed: It has a young 

pastor who has his own family and can 
relate firsthand to their life circumstance. 
It has modern worship music—music 
that you might even hear on the radio. 
It doesn’t have “canned” prayers or 
recitations. It focuses on a one-on-one 
relationship with God. And you can come 
as you are—people are welcome to wear 
jeans and to bring the provided coffee, 
popcorn, and pastries into the theater 
that serves as the sanctuary.

Although Morales always thought of 
herself as pretty traditional when it came 
to church, she has fallen in love with 
this new faith community. “There is no 
pretense of what you have to be—just a 

personal relationship with God,” she said. 
“I have never felt as close to or as loved 
by a church family as this group.”

Preparing for launch

Expanding to a second site was 
a prayerful decision for the people 
of The Well and one that took time. 
Demographically speaking, Apple Valley 
was a prime location since there was 
no United Methodist church in the city, 
which is home to many young families.
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By Christa Meland

Since July 2016, dozens of members of 
Community United Methodist Church 
in Monticello have been stopping what 
they’re doing at 1:23 p.m. each day to 
pray.

Several people from the church 
attended a breakthrough prayer 
workshop through the Minnesota 
Conference—and the church is 
currently participating in the Missional 
Church Consultation Initiative (MCCI), 
a revitalization process. Both of those 
experiences encouraged members 
to infuse prayer into the life of the 
congregation.

“The idea is that we’re interrupted in 
our routine to be reminded to put Christ 
at the center,” said Rev. Carrie Binnie. 
Every few months, she supplies a new 
“breakthrough prayer” to the people in 
her church. Sometimes it’s more general, 
and sometimes it’s tied to a specific 
season of the church year—like Lent or 
Easter. Some of the prayers have been 
longer, but Binnie supplied a one-line 
prayer too: “Holy Spirit, break through our 
church, unleashing your vision.”

Binnie herself said that for the first 
few weeks, hearing her alarm sound at 
1:23 seemed a little strange—and even 
somewhat inconvenient, especially if 
she was in the middle of something, like 
sending an email. But she quickly got 
used to it; it became part of her routine. 
And eventually, she actually started 
looking forward to that alarm.

The same was true for other members 
of Community UMC. One businessman 
from the congregation was in a work 
meeting one day when his alarm went off. 
He turned to his business associate and 
said, “Would you be willing to pray with 
me for my church?” The two then said the 
breakthrough prayer together. 

After the breakthrough prayer initiative 
got going, some amazing things started 
happening.

A woman called Binnie one day in 
tears. Her car had broken down, and she 

Community UMC embraces breakthrough 
prayer, sees fruits

couldn’t afford to buy a new one. She 
took a cab to work that day, but that was 
too expensive to be a long-term solution. 
Binnie mentioned the conversation to 
a couple of groups in her church, and 
a member came forward and said he 
happened to bid on a car in an auction; 
he’d bought it for his adult child, who 
hadn’t needed it, and it had been sitting 
in his garage ever since. He gave the 
woman the car.

Binnie also learned of someone who 
needed housing for her family and didn’t 
have funds for rent. Again, she mentioned 
it to several groups at her church. One 
person stepped forward and said she had 
an extra room in her house and could 
re-configure it so the whole family could 
stay there. 

“People started really meeting the needs 
of one another,” said Binnie, who added 
that there have been multiple financial 

breakthroughs too.

It’s not just adults who are praying 
either. At the beginning of this school 
year, while doing an annual blessing of 
the backpacks, Binnie gave each of the 
church’s students a cross keychain for 
their backpacks and a breakthrough 
prayer specifically for them.

A fourth-grade boy from the church 
kept the cross keychain on his backpack, 
and his classmates started noticing it. “Do 
you pray?” they asked him. He told them 
he did, and they started giving him prayer 
requests. 

“When we really and truly turn things 
over to God and say, ‘Your will be done,’ 
God has plans for us beyond our wildest 
imagination,” said Binnie. “It’s so exciting. 
God is real, God is present, God is there 
and wants God’s children to flourish in a 
way that helps to advance the kingdom.”
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By Rev. Becky Sechrist and               
Dean Ammerman

Minnehaha UMC is a 128-year-old 
church in south Minneapolis with an 
average weekly worship attendance of 
173 men, women, and children, with 
two Sunday services and a Taizé worship 
service once a month. The church is also 
home to the neighborhood food shelf, 
which serves about 600 clients a month. 
The self-proclaimed vision of the church 
is: “We Seek, We Serve, We Celebrate.” 

Committing to the HCI process

In 2015, Minnehaha UMC was 
invited to take part in the Minnesota 
Conference’s Healthy Church Initiative 
(HCI) process. In the past, members 
had done “visioning” and strategic 
planning on their own, but there 
was little or no follow-through of the 
recommendations, and no oversight. 
The idea of becoming “revitalized” and 
having a coach to keep them on task 
was appealing. So they decided to move 
forward and opened their doors to an 
HCI team. 

New life and vitality

The result has been new life and 
vitality for the congregation. “HCI made 
growing and strengthening the church 
a priority,” said Council Chair Dean 
Ammerman. “We’ve integrated what we 
learned at all levels. Updated logo. New 
website design. New signs. Plans for a 
more welcoming narthex. New coffee 
service. New T-shirts. Postcard mailings. 
Classes. Processes. Intergenerational 

programs. Job descriptions. Quarterly 
staff meetings and get-togethers. 
Neighborhood events. And more. We’ve 
worked hard to fortify our identity, and 
share that with the congregation and the 
neighborhood.”

Walking the talk

One thing Minnehaha UMC members 
have done to “deepen their individual 
spirituality” (one of the five HCI 
recommendations) is to read and discuss 
Brian McLaren’s 52-chapter book We Make 
the Road by Walking as a congregation 
over the course of a year. The book is 
used in meetings, small groups, and 
individually. “In my visitations, I’ve given 
the book to our shut-ins who can’t make 

it to church,” said Rev. Becky Sechrist. 
“They are thrilled to be taking part in 
something along with everyone else in 
the congregation. It helps bring us all 
together.” 

Leadership training and beyond

Another key piece of what the church 
is doing is leadership training (“develop 
and staff leadership” was another 
recommendation) to enhance the skills 
and understanding of existing leaders and 
to build up future leaders of the church. 
“We’re cultivating leadership through 
mentoring of current and potential 
leaders in a small-group format,” Sechrist 
said. “We’re using Myers-Briggs and other 
personality inventories and using team 
building exercises and conversations. 
We’re learning a lot about each other and 
ourselves.”

Cautious optimism

It’s still early, but the training, coaching, 
and focus of the HCI process seems to 
be working. 2016 saw average worship 
attendance increase by five. The church 
finished 2016 with a surplus and a 
balanced budget. The congregation 
also paid off a significant amount of 
its mortgage for a $1 million building 
project from 2010. “We feel that we’ve 
turned a corner,” Ammerman said. “Our 
membership is growing. Attendees 
are more positive and upbeat. We’re 
expanding our children’s ministries. We’re 
seeing more and more new visitors. 
Most everybody here knows our vision. 
It’s a very exciting time to be a part of 
Minnehaha United Methodist Church.”

HCI helping Minnehaha UMC ‘turn a corner’

Key progress
Reach • Renew • Rejoice is enabling 
us to plant new churches and 
revitalize existing churches across 
Minnesota. Here are some fun facts:

Church starts and/or 
multi-site churches 
are currently being 
supported across 
the state. The 

Churches 
have begun a 
revitalization 
process within 
the past three 
years.

Churches are 
currently exploring 
multiplication 
(through a new site 
or a new worship 
service).

The congregation read Brian McLaren’s 
We Make the Road by Walking.
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latest ones to launch public worship 
are North Summit Church in Blaine 
and The Beloved in St. Paul. Over the 
past year, The Well in Rosemount 
launched an Apple Valley campus and 
Centennial UMC in Roseville launched 
a St. Paul campus.
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To prepare for the launch, The Well’s 
Rosemount campus gathered about 120 
leaders from the congregation and did a 
nine-week leadership training class called 
“Acts 2 Academy.” Through that class, 
participants explored their own spiritual 
gifts and learned about discipleship 
and how to reach the unchurched. Both 
pastors and lay people did the teaching. 

Roughly 40 people who went through 
that process became part of the Apple 
Valley launch team, which consisted of 
about 65 people in all. To get the word 
out about launch Sunday, which was 
Feb. 12, the campus sent mailings—but 
the core team was also very intentional 
about inviting people to come and check 
it out. The Acts 2 Academy had prepared 
them to share Jesus and invite people to 
church. 

“Nothing trumps personal invitation,” 
said Larson. “Every week, we ask: Who 
are you inviting? Who are you praying 
for? Who could connect with God 
through the way we do church in Apple 
Valley? That’s the secret sauce—getting 
people excited and then having them 
invite others, trying to train 120 church 
planters.”

The Apple Valley campus has 
consistently been averaging about 100 in 

worship since its launch. For now, there’s 
one service at 9:30, but Larson is already 
paying close attention to when it will be 
time for two. 

Reaching the unchurched

Larson says the movie theater has 
removed some of the barriers for 
unchurched people. One man who came 
to two of the first five weeks of worship 
hadn’t been to church in 20 years. He 
told Larson this was the first time he felt 
comfortable enough to visit a church—
and he liked it enough to return.

“I’m convinced that a big reason many 
churches are struggling is that a lot of us 

still exist to do things we like, and we’re 
not willing to die to those so others can 
come to faith,” said Larson. “Church can 
either make insiders uncomfortable 
or outsiders uncomfortable. For too 
long, we’ve made our church people 
comfortable. We need to have a 
continued focus on existing for those 
who are not yet part of the kingdom.”

The Apple Valley campus has a number 
of small groups—and each Sunday, 
there’s a very brief tutorial about how 
newcomers can sign up for one online. 

The Apple Valley campus and the 
Rosemount campus align in terms of 
their focus areas—worship, small groups, 
and service—and they share a website, 
sermon series, mission, and set of 
values. But how they “do” church differs 
significantly.

“If we’re trying to reach new people 
for Jesus, the mission stays the same 
over time,” said Larson. “But if we’re not 
evaluating and changing our methods, 
we become obsolete pretty quickly. We 
always need to be asking: Are we bearing 
fruit? Are people being discipled? Are we 
making a difference in the community 
and the world? Are people becoming 
more like Jesus? We need to have a 
passion for those who don’t yet know 
Jesus and continue to do whatever it 
takes to reach the next person for Christ.”

What we’re accomplishing
The Minnesota Conference’s seven-year plan for congregational development has two components: starting new 
churches and revitalizing existing churches through three transformational processes. Through Reach • Renew • 
Rejoice, between 2014 and 2020, we will:

• Start seven new churches where demographics and opportunity align
• Assist 140 churches in revitalizing their ministries
• Partner with seven vital parent churches to multiply their ministry beyond their current sites


