PROJECT 1,000

To plant 1,000 churches in Australia

by training 1,000 Church Planters 

by the year 2020

How the vision was born

by: Nick Hawkes (1st Sept, 2007)

In August 2005, my wife Mary and I left the Uniting Church with whom I had been a minister for 13 years.   The decision was made after many years of attack and obstruction from institutional leaders of the Uniting Church.   It was made with great sadness and great grief.   Having made the decision to leave the Uniting Church, I was not inclined to remain in ministry.   However, God made it plain through prophecies and prayer that Mary and I were to plant a church and that God would 1) bless us, and 2) give us hope.

We began Rivergate Christian Community and whilst it was a vibrant, vigorous church, we were largely unnoticed in the back streets of a suburb with our name not even mentioned in the telephone directory.   The numbers of those attending Rivergate remained fairly static (about 70 – in the morning service and 50 at the evening service, with about 15 people going to both).   We were not overly concerned, however, being convinced that God was refining us in the desert.   Like the Hebrew people of old, having escaped captivity, God was forming us to be his people who had to learn to trust him before we entered into the promised land.

In the year before our second anniversay, I had prayed two things:

1)  Lord, please don't allow us to begin a significant ministry only to fail to finish it because of our own folly.   That would be too cruel.   May we finish whatever work you give us.

2)  Lord, please don't bless us with a ministry beyond that which our character can sustain.

   In the months and weeks before Rivergate's second anniversary, I had a growing sense that something significant was going to happen.   In fact, I was so convinced of this that I reflected on how I would handle “success”.   I was acutely aware that the only difference to me was not that I was now more successful, or more faithful, more clever or more qualified to be a conference speaker, ...it was simply that God, by his sovereign grace, had acted.   Therefore, I could never claim any credit.   The credit all belongs to God.   I would still be the same fallible, ordinary Nick.   I promised myself that I would never forget this  - for success can be a very dangerous thing.

One of the reasons I felt that the August of Rivergate's second anniversary would be very significant was that we had scheduled a wonderful line up of guest preachers to speak every Sunday morning.   Of particular significance was the fact that Jossy Chacko, founding director of EMPART, was speaking one week before the anniversay of his vision to plant 100,000 churches in India by 2030.

Two months before our second anniversary, I had developed a growing appreciation for my friends who led large Pentecostal mega-churches - but I knew I was not called to be one of them.   As important, excellent and influential as they were, it was not me.   I felt the need of something more earthy, simple and brutally real.   Much as I loved their enthusiasm and positive spirit, I remained wary of some things in the Pentecostal culture.   I also felt guilty because I had heard repeatedly that God wanted to bless my ministry more than I could imagine.   Well, to be truthful, I could imagine quite a lot and I needed to confess that I would be disappointed if I simply grew a large church.   I wanted to do something new – and I felt that Australia was ready for something new.   However, most of the attempts by good people to do things in a alternative way in clubs, pubs and community centres seemed to fail or achieve very little.

One month before our second anniversary, I had been reminded that God gives us the passion and gifting to do the ministry he wants us to do.   When I thought about this, I confessed that the thing I really loved to do was to write resources for the church.”

Because God had not yet given us a clear vision for Rivergate's ministry, I approached Rivergate's second anniversary a little wistfully.   I was, however, quite relaxed.   In the previous six months, God had been teaching me a lot about prayer, helplessness and trust.   Driven by a feeling I had nowhere else to go, I quite often lay face down on the carpet before God in prayer early in the morning.   In this time, my sense of drivenness gradually leached out to be replaced by a sense of calm and trust.   Whilst this was not always a consistent state, I had become more relaxed than I had been for years.

Ten days before the anniversary I felt that all I could speak on at the anniversary were the mission projects that we were already doing.   God had not let us see or do anything more.   Despite exploring several possibilities of a new church plant in the last year, God had gently but firmly closed the doors.   These exercises in faith were important, however, for they taught me to be bold and strategic in my thinking.   These projects helped grow my faith.   Occasionally, though, I would confess to a broken heart because nothing seemed to be working.   On each of these occasions, God always reassured me and I felt a curious peace.   I shared with Mary that I would have nothing significant in terms of vision to share at the anniversary and that I felt disappointed as we had always felt that after two years, we would be planting a new church.   Mary simply advised: “Be truthful and tell our people what you can, saying that God has yet to give us our main vision”.

The weekend before the anniversary, Jossy Chacko stayed at our home and preached on Sunday.   Jossy spoke about the need to protect your vision and to not confuse vision with tasks.   Tasks are what are done because of the vision.   Some tasks fail, others don't.   We should not lose the vision simply because a task we have trialled has failed.   It was good stuff, but I remember thinking, we don't yet have a clear vision.   God hasn't revealed it to us yet.

On the Monday before the anniversary, I was mentoring Ben Cuthberson, one of our young leaders.   We were sitting at the outside garden table.   Ben seemed to be alive with energy and he confessed, “I'm feeling so excited about the future”.   I loved his enthusiasm but remember thinking, “Wonderful, but why are you excited?   We don't know that we will be doing anything significant yet.”

That evening, we had a Rivergate Management meeting.   During the meeting, for some reason that I can't identify, I  called “time out” from the official business and said, “Do you know what I'd really like do do?   I'd like Rivergate to provide resources for people who want to start churches.”   To my surprise, Peter Branson, a level headed, pragmatic, undemonstrative accountant, immediately said, “I don't know why that shouldn't happen.”   The rest of the team agreed.   I was amazed.

On Thursday, I went for my customary bush walk around the cliffs and waterfalls of Morialta Conservation Park.   I was trying to appreciate the presence of God during the walk but kept being sidetracked by my thoughts and by the extraordinary beauty of what I was seeing.   I was climbing down the last section of the walk reflecting fairly ruefully that I would not make a very good contemplative hermit when suddenly, the vision for what Rivergate should do dropped on me.   Rivergate would train people to plant churches in Australia.

I was excited enough to share this with my prayer partner and mentor Dr Chris Liew a few hours later.   Chris was encouraging and prayed a prayer in which he prayed specifically that Rivergate would multiply 1,000 fold.   For some unusual reason, I felt this 1,000 to be significant.   Now the full realisation of the full vision for Rivergate became clear.   Rivergate would plant 1,000 churches in Australia by training 1,000 church planters – and we would achieve this by the year 2020.

Chris later explained that his figure of 1,000 was no simple figure of speech, he had in mind two passages of Scripture: Deut 1:11 and Is 60:22.

I was so excited I didn't know where to put myself.   I wanted to laugh and dance.   For the next 24 hours, I put together a one year (48 week) syllabus for training church planters.   It came together so easily.   Whilst I was doing this, two of the Rivergate prophets (Pam and Phyllis) came to see Mary and myself with a concern about religious spirits that might be trying to infiltrate our community.   I then shared my vision for Rivergate.   They were both thrilled, hugely excited and felt the vision to be of God.   Their enthusiasm was massively encouraging.   I'd never known both of them to be so excited about a Rivergate ministry.

The vision for planting 1,000 churches in Australia took my breath away.   The power of the vision possessed me in a way that nothing has ever done before.   It was right.   I could see it so clearly that I could touch it.   I could see it, ...it was simply that history had not yet caught up with where I was standing.   It was audacious.   Clearly, this vision would require a miracle every day until 2020 and hopefully beyond.

Looking back, I realised that God has been quietly putting the “chess pieces” in place for years.   This vision made perfect sense of all the prophecies (some very specific) that had been given to me for 25 years.   (I keep these in a special “prophecy file” at home.)   It also made sense of me compulsively writing resources for the church over the last 25 years.   I did this despite never being quite sure of the reasons I was doing it.   Whilst we had used many resources in our church (and some had gone overseas) what I wrote far exceeded what was required for our current ministry.   The vision also made sense of why we had not felt it right to launch these resources to the general public on our Rivergate Resources website.   I now knew that the website needed to be orientated around those who were planting churches.

The genius of the vision was that it didn't need a large church with large resources.   We could do it all from a small church like Rivergate.   The vision would also finally release Mary into the ministry she always wanted to do – to travel with a team to regional areas of Australia to conduct training workshops to equip and encourage church leaders.

Two days later, the Sunday of our second anniversary arrived.   I knew I had to share the vision with our people.   With a feeling of certainty but also trepidation, I shared the vision.   Amazingly, it seemed well received.

After the service, Jenny Haggar, a good friend and a key Intercessor in the nation of Australia, felt led to share with Mary that we would also “go to the nations” (Ps 2:8) with this ministry.   This is very significant because Ps 2:8 has evoked an emotional response in me every time I have read it since 1976 when I first noticed it whilst living in Leominster in the UK.

I am very excited.   The waiting over the years has not been easy.   Many tears have been shed lying on the carpet before God – but the joy at the birth of a vision is fantastic!

Things now moved very quickly.

Amazingly, by the end of the Wednesday after the anniversary, I'd completed and edited 627 pages that comprised the 48 weeks of lessons for the church planters.   Each of these was put in a PDF file ready to be sent to church planters.   On the same day, Jossy Chacko rang from Tasmania where he was in the company of Tim O'Neill.   I discovered that Tim, together with Steve Addison, was promoting and planning a program called “Next 1000”.   This was a vision to plant – guess what – 1,000 churches in Australia.   A possibility of a network was suddenly introduced.

By the end of the next day, Thursday, I'd written and designed two fliers to advertise the vision.   Because of the resources I had already put together, things were coming together swiftly.   This, again, was in line with the prophecies we had had that we would begin our main ministry very swiftly.   It was also in line with Is 60:22, the verse the Chris Liew had given me for Rivergate.

By the end of Friday, I had designed the application form for those seeking to be trained to be Rivergate Church Planters.   By the end of Saturday, I had designed an application form for those seeking to be trained as church planters and finalised the list of 40 resources to be made available to Church Planters on the website.

I am so sure of the vision and focussed on it that I have declined an invitation this week to attend a conference I would normally attend, because I want to work on the vision.   I have become impatient with the idea of conferences that talk about the “hows” and “shoulds” but too often achieve very little.   I want to get on and do it.   It is now Saturday, not yet a week after I announced the vision to Rivergate.   The strength of this vision is something that I have never experienced before.    This is why I have written an account of it today, so I wouldn't forget – and so you could be confident to share in it.
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