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When the Trellis Takes Over: The Tension Between Structure
and Movement That Every Generation Must Resolve

by Mike Harder, President, Concentric Global

Early in my ministry, | stumbled into something | didn't have language for yet.

| had come through the Sonlife Strategy Seminar and left with a fire | couldn't
shake — a deep desire to study Jesus' own model and strategy for making
disciples and to apply it, prayerfully and seriously, to a fledgling youth
ministry in my care. What started with a dozen middle school and high school
students and one volunteer began to grow in ways | hadn't anticipated and
couldn't fully take credit for.

| remember discipling a teenager named Chris and helping him follow Jesus.
Chris prayed with his friend Casey, who came to faith — and shortly after,
Casey stood up in our group and said he wanted to do for his other friends
what Chris had done for him. He wanted to introduce them to Jesus. Casey
did that with his friend Brian. Brian did it with his sister Erin. Within a matter of
months we had five generations of new disciples, and | had only directly
invested in one of them. | was watching 2 Timothy 2:2 happen in real time
among teenagers in a suburb, and | was frankly stunned by it.

Hundreds came to faith in Christ over those years. Dozens went into
vocational ministry. Many more are still walking as disciple-makers decades
later, centered on the mission of God.

But | also remember the other moment — the one that taught me something
different.

| was called into the senior pastor's office. An elder had raised a concern:
someone had seen a teenager smoking in the church parking lot outside the
youth building. The student in question had started coming with one of our
teens. He was not a Christian. He loved coming. He was learning about Jesus.
And his father had bought him cigarettes and smoked with him at home.

| was young and unrehearsed, and my response was not particularly
diplomatic. What | was thinking — and probably said with more edge than
wisdom — was: why are we worried about a lost kid smoking in the parking
lot when we have church members who light up on the way to their cars after
the service? | was thinking of one man in particular — someone | loved, a
faithful church member with the same detrimental habit — and he became
my argument.
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| was right about the lost kid. | was probably not entirely right about how |
said it. But that moment planted something in me that has never fully left: the
tension between a movement that was reaching people nobody expected us
to reach, and an institution that was more comfortable protecting its image
than its mission. The vine was growing. And there were people in the building
who were more concerned about the parking lot than the fruit.

| had to learn, slowly and sometimes painfully, that protecting the vine from
becoming the servant of the trellis is not a one-time decision. It is a daily one.

That tension is what this article is about. | have watched it play out in youth
ministry and in adult ministry, in the United States and in contexts abroad
where the Spirit is moving in ways that put our carefully managed Western
models to shame. | have felt the pull myself — toward comfort, toward
protection, toward the quiet institutional pride of pointing to what we built.
And | have come to believe that this tension — between the living movement
of the Spirit and the organizational structures we build around it — is one of
the most important things any leader in disciple-making work needs to
understand, name honestly, and resolve with courage in every generation.

Because if we don't, the trellis takes over. It always has. And the vine quietly
wilts while we hold our meetings.

What follows is less a theoretical argument than a hard-won conviction —
something | have been wrestling with and watching play out in my own
ministry context for a long time.

I. What the Vineyard Teaches
Before looking at history or organizational theory, it is worth starting where
Jesus started — with a working vineyard.

In John 15, Jesus says: | am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. It is
one of the most familiar images in the New Testament. It is also one of the
most practically instructive for anyone thinking about the relationship
between spiritual movement and human structure.

A grapevine left entirely to itself does not produce more fruit. It produces
more vine. It sends shoots in every direction. It grows thick, tangled, and
impressive to look at. And the fruit, if it comes at all, is sparse and poor —
hidden under all that unmanaged growth. The vinedresser's work is to cut
what looks alive but is not producing, to train the growth in directions that
serve the fruit, and to prune with enough regularity and courage that the
vine keeps bearing well across seasons.
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The trellis is part of the system too. Without structure to support and guide
the vine's growth, it sprawls and collapses under its own weight. But the trellis
does not generate the growth. The vine grows; the trellis supports. The
vinedresser tends both, with wisdom and with a clear understanding of what
is for what.

Colin Marshall and Tony Payne, in their important book The Trellis and the
Vine (Matthias Media, 2009), use this image to name one of the most common
failure modes in Christian ministry. Their central observation is simple and
cutting: structures don't grow ministry any more than trellises grow vines. And
yet trellis work has a persistent habit of taking over from vine work —
gradually, quietly, and almost always with the best of intentions. What begins
as structure built to support a living movement becomes the thing the
movement is organized to serve. The trellis remains. The vine wilts.

That image — the vine and the trellis, the movement and the structure, the
Spirit's life and the human organization built around it — is the lens through
which | want to look at a pattern that is as old as the people of God and as
present as the ministry context you are sitting in right now.

Il. Nothing New Under the Sun

Solomon observed it plainly: there is nothing new under the sun (Ecclesiastes
1:9). What feels like a fresh organizational insight about institutional drift is in
fact one of the oldest patterns in the story of God's people.

The pattern works like this: God, by his Spirit, initiates something. He moves
through unexpected people in unexpected places. A community forms,
disciples multiply, the gospel spreads in ways that outpace anyone's plans.
And then, because human beings are what we are, the people involved
begin to build systems to steward what's happening. Those systems, over
time, acquire their own gravity. They begin to serve themselves. And the
movement they were built to serve either dies quietly, fragments, or is forced
to restart somewhere outside the walls that were built to protect it.

This is not a modern problem. It is not primarily a Western problem, ora
Protestant problem, or a problem unique to any theological tradition. Itis a
human problem — which means it is our problem too.

Ill. The Biblical Anatomy of Drift

The fullest picture of this pattern in Scripture is Israel's own story.
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God calls Abraham out of Ur — not into an institution, but into a relationship
and a promise. The movement begins with one surrendered person walking
into the unknown on the basis of a word. From that single act of faithfulness,
God says, all nations will be blessed (Genesis 12:1-3). The scope of the vision
from the beginning is not an organization. It is a movement that will touch the
entire world.

The Law, given at Sinai, is meant to form a people who display the character
of God to the nations — a kingdom of priests, a holy nation, living among the
nations as a witness to what it looks like when a people are ordered around
the living God (Exodus 19:5-6). The tabernacle and later the temple are places
of encounter — where the presence of God dwells among his people. These
are structures in service of something alive.

But watch what happens over centuries. The temple becomes a system of
exclusion as much as a place of access. The priesthood becomes a political
and economic institution. The Law becomes a mechanism of social control
managed by professional interpreters. The movement toward the nations —
that original missional impulse buried in the call of Abraham — all but
disappears. The trellis remains. The vine has wilted.

Then Jesus walks into the temple and overturns tables. It is easy to read that
moment as a one-time dramatic gesture. But it is actually the entire thesis of
his ministry compressed into five seconds. He is quoting Isaiah 56:7 and
Jeremiah 711 — both passages about Israel's institutional failure to remain a
house of prayer for all nations. He is not just angry about commerce in the
temple courts. He is addressing the comprehensive drift of a structure that
has forgotten what it exists to serve.

And the disciples who followed him were not immune to the same impulse.
Luke records, almost uncomfortably, that in the days before the crucifixion —
with the cross hours away — the Twelve were still arguing about which of
them was the greatest (Luke 22:24). The human desire to rank, to secure
position, to own a seat at the table of whatever is being built — it is present
even in the inner circle. Jesus addresses it with patience, a towel, and a
basin.

The pattern in Acts is instructive for the opposite reason. The Spirit falls at
Pentecost and immediately produces something no human committee could
have designed. The early church grows, shares, worships, and witnesses with
a quality of life that is itself evangelistic, and the Lord added to their number
daily those who were being saved (Acts 2:42-47). It spreads not through a
coordinated strategy but through persecution, through Philip on a desert
road, through Peter at a Gentile's house, through unnamed believers
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scattered from Jerusalem who went everywhere preaching the word (Acts
8:4). The expansion of the early church is, in the most literal sense,
spontaneous — governed by the Spirit's initiative, not human management.

Paul's missionary method was remarkably consistent with this: enter a city,
plant a church, identify local leaders, and leave — often within weeks. He
trusted that the Spirit who had begun the work would sustain it without his
continued management. His letters provided ongoing teaching and
correction from a distance, not control from the center. His conviction was
that the Spirit who indwelt the believers was fully sufficient to guide and
sustain what had been started. That conviction shaped a method that was,
by design, self-defeating in the best possible sense: the point was always to
make himself unnecessary. Paul's method—enter, form local leaders, and
leave—relied on relational streams, oikos/household network churches, hub
churches, and easily transferable practices; these exemplify how movement
mechanics differ from institutional systems. You can read Peter Roennfeldt’s
works for further study.

IV. The Historical Pattern

Church history is largely the story of what happens when that conviction
weakens — and of the Spirit's remarkable persistence in starting over.

The Constantinian Shift (AD 313) is the most consequential single moment in
the institutionalization of the Christian movement. When Constantine
privileged Christianity, the church gained buildings, political influence, and
professional clergy. The benefits were real. But the cost was enormous and
took generations to become fully visible. The church, which had spread
across the empire despite — and many historians argue because of — its
marginality, now became the religion of insiders. The center of gravity shifted
from mission to maintenance, from movement to monument. The trellis grew
magnificent- perhaps you have visited the Hagia Sophia or seen pictures.
The vine, no longer pressed outward by necessity, slowly retreated toward
the center.

The Medieval Period produced one of the most revealing dynamics in all of
Christian history: every major renewal movement arose inside an institution
that had calcified, and the institution's instinct was almost always to absorb
or suppress rather than release. Francis of Assisi gave away his father's
wealth, stripped off his fine clothes in a public square, and walked away
from wealth and status to follow Jesus among the poor. What he started was
alive, disruptive, and deeply contagious. Within two centuries, the Franciscan
Order was one of the wealthiest and most politically entangled institutions in
Europe. The vine had been replaced by a trellis bearing its name.
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The Protestant Reformation was a genuine work of the Spirit, and its fruit —
Scripture in the hands of ordinary people, justification by faith alone restored
to the center — was incalculable. But within a generation, the Reformation's
movements had become their own institutions: Lutheran state churches,
Reformed city-states, Anglican establishment. The Anabaptists, who pushed
the Reformation's logic further and refused to accept that reform simply
meant changing which institution was in charge, were persecuted by
Protestants and Catholics alike. The Spirit was moving at the margins again.

The Methodist Movement is perhaps the most poignant example for anyone
who cares about disciple-making movements specifically, because John
Wesley built one of the most sophisticated movement structures in Christian
history — and still could not prevent institutionalization. The class meeting,
the bands, the circuit riders — these were genuine movement infrastructure,
designed to produce depth, accountability, and reproducibility without
requiring expensive buildings or full-time clergy in every community. Wesley
himself did not want to found a denomination. He said so repeatedly. And
still, within fifty years of his death, Methodism was a denomination —
complete with buildings, bishops, and the gradual eclipse of the class
meeting in favor of Sunday services led by professionals. The structure had
outlived the movement that gave it life and shape.

The pattern is nearly universal and the lesson is consistently painful: the
trellis does not naturally serve the vine. Left to its own momentum, the trellis
will grow until it fills all available space — and call that growth maturity.

V. Why It Happens: The Mechanics of Drift

Understanding the pattern is not enough. Leaders need to understand how it
happens, because the process is almost always invisible while it is occurring.

Nature actually offers a useful illustration here. A forest that never burns,
never loses aging trees, never experiences the disruption of a storm becomes
too dense to sustain new growth. The very abundance of what grew chokes
out what is trying to grow. Healthy ecosystems have seasons of disruption
built into them — not as tragedy but as the condition of continued life.
Prairies require fire to regenerate. Vineyards require pruning to produce. The
vinedresser who is too protective of last year's growth produces a vine that
cannot sustain next year's fruit.

In movements, drift follows a predictable sequence.

The first mechanism is success itself. When God blesses a movement with
genuine fruit, the natural response is to protect and systematize what is
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working. The problem is that the Spirit's work is not a product to be
manufactured, and treating it like one gradually shifts authority from the
Spirit to the system. The organization ends up with a sophisticated process
for producing the kind of fruit the Spirit produced last time — while the Spirit
has moved on to something new.

The second is the accumulation of resources. Once a movement has money,
buildings, paid staff, and a track record, it has something worth protecting.
Leaders who once asked "what is God doing, and how do we join it?" begin
asking "how do we protect what we've built?" The shift rarely feels like
compromise. It feels like stewardship. But stewardship of an institution and
stewardship of a movement are not the same thing, and when they come
into conflict, the institution almost always wins.

The third is the professionalization of ministry. Roland Allen observed this a
century ago in his landmark works Missionary Methods: St. Paul's or Ours?
(1912) and The Spontaneous Expansion of the Church (1927). When the
organizational leader remains the indispensable center of the work, ordinary
believers are implicitly told that the Spirit's work requires professional
management. The result is a community of consumers rather than multipliers
— people who receive ministry rather than doing it, who attend rather than
send, who support the organization rather than being the movement. Allen
argued that Paul's genius was exactly the opposite: he trusted the Spirit in his
converts so thoroughly that he could hand over newly formed churches and
walk away, confident that what had been started would sustain and multiply.

The fourth is the confusion of metrics. Movements measure things the Spirit is
doing: new disciples, reproducing leaders, communities of believers that exist
where none existed before. Institutions measure things the institution is
doing: attendance, budget, programs, staff capacity, facility usage. The
metrics themselves are not evil, but they train attention. Over time, what you
measure becomes what you value, and what you value becomes what you
protect and serve. The vine gradually disappears from the dashboard while
the trellis gets more and more carefully maintained.

VI. What It Actually Looks Like

| want to pause the historical and theological argument for a moment,
because | think the best way to understand the tension is not to diagnose it
pbut to see its opposite — to see what it looks like when structure is genuinely
serving movement and the vine is genuinely growing.

Several years ago | traveled to the region on the border of Kolkata, India, with
a dear brother who had been investing in disciple-making in that area for a
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couple of decades. We spent a day with a group of disciple-makers who
were planting churches in remote villages — not through a program, not with
outside funding, but through ordinary people who had been changed by the
gospel and were sharing it with the people around them.

A local doctor led a medical camp that day, and as we worked alongside
him, he shared the story of how he had come to faith in Christ. Then he
introduced me to the man who had shared the gospel with him. That man
told his story and on a rickshaw ride to a house church in a neighboring
village, introduced me to the person who had first shared with him. And then
that person did the same.

We traced it back through seven generations of disciple-makers — each one
a person of no particular platform or institutional standing, living in a village,
sharing what they had received, watching the Spirit work through their
ordinary obedience. And at the end of that afternoon, | sat with a woman in
a small farming community who was quietly leading a house church that
defied every Western model | had carried with me on the plane to India- she
and her “church” had in fact planted dozens of new works in the region
village by village.

No building. No budget line. No professional clergy. No organizational
infrastructure to speak of. Just a vine, growing — because a vinedresser was
tending it, and because the people in that chain had never been told their
job was to maintain a trellis.

| have been in ministry for a long time. That afternoon near Kolkata is one of
the clearest pictures | have ever seen of what the book of Acts describes.
And it happened in a context of scarcity and persecution, not abundance
and institutional support. Which is, of course, consistent with everything
history tells us.

The question that afternoon left me with — and that | carry
into every conversation about systems and frameworks and
organizational development — is simply this: are we building
structures that could produce that, or structures that would
prevent it?

VIl. The Other Side: Why Movements Need Structure
It would be dishonest — and practically useless — to argue that the answer is

No structure. The history of unstructured renewal movements is not
encouraging.
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Every era of church history has produced movements that fled structure so
completely that they ended in theological shipwreck, abuse of the
vulnerable, or simple incoherence. The Spirit does not endorse chaos. Paul
trusted the Spirit in his converts and still wrote letters of correction. He
appointed elders. He established patterns of doctrine. He expected churches
to hold one another accountable. He told the Corinthians plainly that just
because something was claimed to be spiritual didn't make it edifying — and
edification was the point (1 Corinthians 14:26).

The challenge is not to eliminate structure. It is to build structure that knows
what it is for, and to develop leaders who understand the difference
between structure that releases and structure that controls.

Marshall and Payne's trellis metaphor is useful precisely here: the trellis is not
the enemy. The vine needs it. The question is whether the trellis is built to
serve the vine or whether the vine has become the excuse for building more
trellis. There is a version of structural investment that is deeply in service of
movement — that creates accountability without stifling emergence, that
develops leaders for release rather than managing them for retention, that
holds methods loosely while holding mission tightly. That kind of structure is
worth building and worth defending. The test of it is simply whether the vine is
growing — whether real disciples are being made, real leaders are being
released, and whether the movement is bearing fruit beyond the boundaries
of what the structure controls.

VIIl. The Irreducible Thing: The Leader

Christopher Wright, in The Mission of God (IVP, 2006), offers a reorientation
that cuts directly to the structural question: "It is not so much that God has a
mission for his church in the world, but that God has a church for his mission
in the world." That sentence is a diagnosis as much as it is theology. The
moment a church or movement begins to act as though its mission exists to
justify the organization rather than the other way around, it has already
begun to drift.

Lesslie Newbigin made a related and equally pointed observation: the
church is the only organization in the world that exists primarily for the
benefit of those who are not yet its members. When it begins to exist primarily
for those who are, it has ceased to be the church in any meaningful New
Testament sense.

And Roland Allen put it bluntly: you can organize the external results of a
spiritual movement, but you cannot organize the spiritual movement itself.
The Spirit moves, and the best leaders follow. When they begin to lead
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instead — placing their buildings and resources where they decide the
movement should go, rather than following where the Spirit is already moving
— they have already been left behind.

But here is where | want to push further — because the structural analysis, as
necessary as it is, stops short of the most important place.

Emanuel Prinz, in the most comprehensive empirical research study ever
conducted on movement leaders (Movement Catalysts, 2022), drew on data
from thirty-five movements across multiple continents and asked a
fundamental question: what actually distinguishes leaders whose ministries
produce movements from those whose ministries do not? His finding is direct:
the leader is the irreducible variable.

Strategy matters. Context matters. Prayer matters. But wherever you find a
genuine movement, you find a person with a specific and developable set of
qualities — character depth, spiritual rootedness, and a way of relating to
and empowering others. God, it seems, raises up movement leaders. He
always has. The Spirit's sovereign work and the leader's formed character
are not in competition; they are in collaboration. His central conclusion is
both encouraging and sobering: we cannot manufacture a movement, but
we can become the kind of person God uses to start one.

I want to extend that observation in a direction | think
deserves to be said plainly: the same person who catalyzed
the movement can become its primary obstacle. Not through
catastrophic failure. Not through heresy or scandal. Through
success.

When a movement begins to produce visible fruit, the character formation
that made the leader a catalyst faces its most dangerous test. The leader
who once asked "what is God doing, and how do | join it?" begins — almost
imperceptibly — to ask "how do | protect and extend what God has done
through me?" That is not the same question. It carries a different weight. It
places the leader at the center rather than the Spirit. And over time, the
posture of surrender that made the leader an instrument quietly calcifies into
the posture of management.

This is why the framework we have developed at Concentric — grounded in
the character and formation of the leader, the relational and multiplication
practices they embody and reproduce, and the organizational structures
that sustain what the Spirit is doing — is not primarily an organizational tool.
It is a formation mirror. The three-legged stool only stands when all three legs
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are present and in right relationship. Character without practice is aspiration
without fruit. Practice without structure loses coherence over time. But
structure without character and practice is exactly what we have been
diagnosing throughout this article — a trellis with no vine.

The institutional drift that has killed movements throughout church history is
not primarily a structural failure. It is a leadership formation failure. Structures
do what their leaders form them to do. When leaders stop being formed —
when growth in Christlikeness gives way to the management of reputation
and resources — the structures quietly shift from serving the movement to
serving themselves.

This is the most personal dimension of the tension. It is easy to look at church
history and identify the moment when a movement became an institution. It
is much harder to look honestly at oneself and ask: am | still becoming, or
have | arrived at a version of myself | am now primarily protecting?

| have had to ask that question of myself. | suspect you have too.

IX. Practical Markers for Movement-Serving Leaders

| can identify at least three markers that distinguish leaders who build
structure in service of movements from those who allow structure to replace
them. you may be able to name others.

They hold their methods loosely and their mission tightly. A movement-
serving leader can tell you clearly why every tool, pathway, and system they
have built exists — and can tell you which ones they would abandon if the
Spirit moved in a direction those tools didn't serve. They distinguish between
the vine and the trellis in practice, not just in principle.

They invest in leaders who don't need them. The clearest sign of a healthy
multiplication culture is that it produces leaders who are fully capable of
going further than the leader who developed them — and who do. A
movement-serving leader celebrates that. An institution-protecting leader
feels it as a threat, and creates systems that keep developing leaders
dependent rather than released.

They are genuinely submitted to something larger than their organization.
The history of movements that maintained their missional edge longest
shows a consistent pattern: their leaders had a theology of the kingdom that
was larger than their own organization's expression of it. When God moved
somewhere else, or through someone else, or in ways that didn't originate in
their context, they celebrated rather than competed. That posture — humble,
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kingdom-oriented, organizationally non-defensive — is the surest protection
against institutional self-service. And its’ deeply embedded in our
Concentric values and DNA as an alliance.

X. A Note on Our Own Context

| want to be direct here, and | want to be humble in how | say it, because | am
speaking partly to myself and to leaders | know and respect.

Every organization or alliance | am aware of — including Concentric — faces
this tension. | have watched movements that were genuinely Spirit-ignited
slow to a crawl under the weight of structures that stopped serving them. |
have watched leaders who were extraordinary disciple-makers gradually
become program managers as their organizations grew. | have felt the pull
myself.

| am not naming specific contexts, because those closest to them are best
positioned to make honest assessments. And because the point is not to
critique any particular organization but to name a pattern that is present
everywhere the church is human — which is everywhere. What | will sQy is this:
the leaders | have watched drift into institutional protection were not bad
leaders or unfaithful ones. They loved what God had built through them. But
perhaps that love, over time, slowly became the problem.

What | want to say is this: every generation of leaders gets to make a fresh
choice. The institutionalization that overtook previous movements was not
inevitable, and neither is ours. History is full of leaders who looked at what
they had built and had the courage to hold it in an open hand — not
carelessly, not by abandoning accountability and discipline, but by
maintaining the daily surrender that keeps a leader a catalyst rather than a
gatekeeper.

The woman leading a house church in that farming village near Kolkata was
Nnot managing a movement. She was living one. She had no noticeable trellis
to protect. She had a vine to tend. And the fruit of her obedience was already
several generations deep.

That image has not left me. | don't think it should.

Xl. Conclusion: In Him, With Him, By Him, For Him
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Build well. Build with intentionality and accountability and reproducible
systems. Develop leaders carefully and invest deeply in their formation. Use
frameworks. Measure what matters. Hold one another to the standard of
genuine multiplication across generations.

And then hold all of it — every tool, every pathway, every organizational
structure — in the open hand of someone who knows that the work is not
theirs.

The mission was God's before it was ours. The movement belongs to him. The
vine grows because the vinedresser tends it, not because the trellis is well-
pbuilt. And the leaders who remain instruments across seasons — who
catalyze rather than calcify, who release rather than retain, who keep asking
what is God doing? rather than how do we protect what we built?— are the
leaders who have learned, in the deepest sense, what it means to walk in
him, with him, by him, and for him.

To his glory. Not ours.

That is the only kind of movement worth building. And it begins, as it always
has, with a leader surrendered enough to let it.
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Qur common center as an alliance is the ministry strategy
we share from the life of Jesus. We are leaders and
organizations that are passionate to see each generation
reached and mobilized for the cause of Christ.

Our Vision is to generate disciple-making movements
built on the model of Jesus which multiply His life,
character, and priorities to the nations.
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