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Have you been listening to the buzz about
artificial intelligence in the broader culture? 

Artificial intelligence used to seem like one of 
those distant technologies that is always five 
years down the road; however, it is already 
creeping into our daily lives.
 
Whether it's asking Siri to text your wife or 
talking to Alexa about the latest score for your 
favorite team, artificial intelligence has already 
moved into our everyday world in many
different ways.

Artificial intelligence can process copious 
amounts of data, data sets so large that no 
human could understand or process them 
quickly enough for that data to be functional 
and useful. Still, some folks see artificial
intelligence as something to fear (but it isn’t) or 
that this highly technical infrastructure won't 
ever impact us (but it definitely will).

The reality is that artificial intelligence is never 
going to replace people. People in professions 
like yours and mine will always be necessary for 
creative, emotional work.

Leading experts in artificial intelligence advise 
that we should think about artificial intelligence 
the same way we think about any tool. In the 
same way that a shovel didn't replace the
laborer's need to think about where to use the 
shovel or how the spreadsheet didn't replace 
the CFO needing to analyze the finances of an
organization, artificial intelligence won't 

replace the human work necessary to achieve
true progress. 

However, it will change the way we do our 
work. Below are five ways that I can see it 
impacting our line of work. I'd love to hear what 
you think! Leave a comment below about how 
you think artificial intelligence might impact 
the way we do what we do.

Processing your email
Remember when email was new and fun?

I still remember those days at my university’s 
computer lab sending emails to my
then-girlfriend. It felt like magic that my words 
somehow traveled all the way from my school to 
her school in no time at all. 

Despite texting, Skyping, and Facetiming,
email continues to be a vitally important
communication trend. In fact, no other tool that 
the internet has brought us is really as effective 
in reaching people and leveraging change. It will 
be a long time before email becomes obsolete.

There will be a day where artificial intelligence 
will read all our emails for us and compress 
them down to the two or three messages that 
really require our attention and action. In fact, 
we're already seeing some of this in the way 
Gmail and other services organize our emails 
for us by figuring out those that are of vital 
importance and tagging or filing them in a way 
that makes it easy for us to process them.

Let us examine our own leadership structure and 
ask if it is aiding or slowing down our growth. Is 
our organization so complex that it slows down our 
ability to reach out and grow? The fact that 
CrossFit focuses on a very simple transaction with 
its affiliates gives them a significant market 
advantage in their ability to move quickly into a lot 
of locations. A simple and repeatable structure has 
enabled CrossFit to grow quickly. I've said it before: 
you can either have control or you can have 
growth. It's very difficult to have both, and CrossFit 
as an organization has decided that it would prefer 
growth over control. As a result, it has released 
control to its local members while staying focused 
on culture and defining the direction of the entire 
movement, rather than getting bogged down in 
operational concerns.

It spreads by word of mouth
The first rule of CrossFit: Tell everyone you’re 
going to CrossFit. 

At its core, CrossFit spreads because it asks others, 
"Do you know anybody that has joined CrossFit?" It 
seems that the first rule of CrossFit is that 
everyone talks about the fact that they go to 
CrossFit. CrossFit grows because people try it, they 
invite their friends, and they talk about it. They're 
proud of the fact that they're making results. 
They're seeing that being there three to five times 
a week is making a difference on their physical 
goals in life, and they want to celebrate that with 
their friends.

There's also a fervent focus on social media and 
spreading the workouts of the day so members can 
know what they're getting themselves into as they 
go to their box of choice. The spreadable ideas of 
CrossFit seem to transcend the organization as 
they get passed by word of mouth, social media, 
and personal recommendations. A study on 
CrossFit participants found that this group spends 
a disproportionately small amount of time on 
traditional media, radio, and television [ref]. 
However, they spend a disproportionately large 
amount of time on social media, which makes 
sense when you see how many times CrossFit is 
tagged on various social media platforms.

Our churches grow because people tell their 
friends about them; so what can we take away 
from CrossFit’s publicity? For our churches, the 
question we need to ask is, "Are we providing tools 
and resources in the same way that CrossFit 
provides tools and resources to invite others in? Do 
we have an easy to understand ask that our people 
can ask of their friends to help them plug into 
what's happening at our church?"

In the same way that CrossFit goes out of its way to 
make a simple invitation, our churches need to do 
the same and make it easy for people to invite their 
friends to come and be a part of what's happening 
in our churches.

LOOKING FOR PRACTICAL CHURCH 
GROWTH HELP?

Get the FREE three part video series on 
Church Growth. 

Is your church not growing as quickly as you’d 
like? Are you wondering how to grow your 
church without compromising the message? 
Would you like to see your church impact as 
many people as possible?

I’m launching a FREE three part video series on 
Church Growth designed to help your church 
reach more people this year than you did last 
year. The lessons in this series have helped 
other churches reach new levels of impact and 
they can help your church too! 

Use this link to learn more about the video series 
and to sign up. Click here to get started today.

Visit unSeminary.com  for more free resources!

There’s some overlap in demographics between 
CrossFitters and churchgoers. Most importantly 
though, CrossFitters typically demonstrate an 
inspiring commitment to personal development.

In a market that has been dominated by brands 
targeted at women, CrossFit has seen historically 
high numbers of men engaging in regular fitness 
routines, which is an important takeaway for 
churches that have difficulty attracting men. 
CrossFit is a breathtaking business not only 
because of its workouts but also because of its 
scale and impact. Here are five lessons from 
CrossFit that we can apply to our churches as we 
think about how to grow.

Focus on results

The CrossFit community has an undeniable focus 
on achieving results. The functional exercises are 
defined by helping members shape and sculpt 
their physiques. When people sign up for CrossFit, 
they agree to participate in regular regimes that 
measure their results against the rest of their 
group and — even more importantly—against 
themselves. CrossFit focuses on fervently helping 
its participants understand what they're doing 



and the difference it makes in their lives. Similarly, 
our churches need to evaluate the results that 
we’re helping our people to achieve.

We need to consider a results-oriented point of 
view and implement that perspective into what 
we talk about on Sunday mornings. If we can't 
clearly define how being engaged with our church 
can make a difference in someone’s life, it's going 
to be difficult for anyone to spread that idea to his 
or her friends. Our churches could learn to 
become more focused on the result that we're here 
to help the folks who attend our churches on a 
regular basis experience. As Andy Stanley has 
said, “Following Jesus will make your life better 
and will make you better at life.” 

It's fierce and friendly

It doesn't take long to understand that CrossFit is 
intense. Social media feeds are full of content 
showing people flipping giant tires, lifting 
incredible amounts of weight, and pushing their 
bodies to their limits. While it would be easy to 
assume that the culture within CrossFit must be 
machismo-driven, CrossFit at its core is designed 
to be a friendly environment that drives people 
to achieve their best in a supportive atmosphere. 
This comes out of its roots in the military and
law enforcement.

This idea of “leave no man behind” has trickled 
down to the class level where team members
will encourage each other to achieve their
personal best. Rather than fostering competition, 
CrossFit’s focus is on developing supportive and 
friendly environments. 

In fact, if you listen to the guys and gals who 
attend CrossFit regularly, they'll talk about the 
people in their CrossFit classes being some of their 
closest and dearest friends. Because they've 
pushed together and made a difference in each 
other’s lives, and done that in a supportive 
environment, this combination of fierce and 
friendly becomes a potent mix for developing a 

community that wants to make a difference and 
supports each other in common goals.

You and I need to evaluate if our churches have 
supportive, friendly environments. Are they the 
kind of place where our members reach out to 
one another and encourage people to connect in 
positive ways? If a gym is outpacing our ability to 
build community, then we need to sit up and 
notice. If a workout community is outpacing 
our churches' capacity to care for each other, 
then we're doing something wrong in the life of 
our church.

Tell stories through social media

Look at what CrossFit communicates on its various 
social media platforms and you'll consistently see 
the stories of its participants and their results. 
These stories aren't just about how many reps 
people do; in fact, very little of it focuses on the 
actual technical aspects of the workouts. Instead, 
these stories center on the difference that CrossFit 
is making in people's lives. (Scroll through the 
official CrossFit YouTube videos to see examples.) 
These stories are compelling to watch, and they 
show that people from a wide variety of 
backgrounds are regularly taking part in CrossFit. 
These folks are amazed at the difference these 
workouts make across their entire life, not just 
when they're in the “box”.

Our churches tend to spend too much time talking 
about our next event instead of celebrating the 
stories of the lives that have been changed through 
our ministries. Excelling in communicating how 
our church changes us for the better is the kind of 
thing that people will share with their friends 
because it’s so inspiring.

It's simple and repeatable

The current CrossFit organizational architecture is 
breathtakingly lean. Similar to the way Uber has 
downloaded most of their capital costs onto the 
individual drivers, the actual management of Uber 
is lean in comparison to the capital resource of 
drivers around the world. CrossFit as an 
organization spends all its time focusing on the 
brand, the management process, and best practices, 
and downloads all the capital expenses to 
individual gym owners. CrossFit doesn't assume 
any of those expenses in its operation. This lean 
structure has meant that a very small management 
organization has grown CrossFit to be worth four 
billion dollars. This is an incredibly large operation 
with a trim approach. Imagine that: a fitness 
organization that doesn't have a lot of “excess fat” 
in its organizational structure.

Long-term, we'll continually gain more clarity 
on which emails we need to process more
quickly, and our artificial intelligence bots will 
let us know immediately if there's something 
incredibly pressing. We'll keep everything else 
for the times of day when we have more time to 
review all our emails.

[Sidebar: You should not be checking your email 
constantly. Set aside time during the day to sit 
down and drive your inbox to zero every single 
time. But that's another blog post.]

Pastoral chatbots
Okay, go with me on this one. Some people are 
already talking to Siri in a way they shouldn’t 
(i.e., declaring their love for her. Good thing the 
folks in Cupertino have programmed her to be 
shy and push away any potential suitors.) That 
being said, we’ve already seen the rise of 
increasingly intelligent chatbots. Eventually, 
these may replace some levels of church
counseling and pastoral care.

You and I know that part of helping people 
process their story is asking them questions 
about what God is doing internally and
reflecting on their experiences with Him. This 
line of questioning could be replaced by
chatbots—or at least could help triage incoming 
conversations on your church’s website, app, or 
audio interface to help direct the person from 
your church to the right individual.

Examples of some of these personal chatbots 
include:

     • HelloTars Personal Chatbots
     • Woebot
     • Tess: The Mental Health Chatbot

I could see this kind of technology replacing 
receptionists with an audio interface for callers 
that simply re-routes phone calls to the correct 
person. That audio receptionist AI will need to 
be intelligent enough to recognize if the person 
on the other end of the line is in a moment of 
crisis and send a message to the appropriate 
person at once. 

Now, to understand the difference between a 
caller who wants to pester the pastor about the 
color of the carpeting and someone who’s in the 
middle of a crisis requires a fairly high level of 
sophistication, of course. However, this sort of 
AI, at its most effective point, could help us 
provide a higher level of service to our
church members.

Attendance on weekends
Can you imagine being able to send an email, 
text message, or audio message to everyone who 
attended your service this weekend? How about 
being able to reach out to those who didn't 
attend with a summary of the service and an 
invitation for next weekend? 

There will come a day when you'll be able to 
receive a report after every service that will tell 
you who was in the room. I'd love to be able to 
set a preset that would say, "If these 10 leaders 
show up today, send me a text message," so I 
could keep an eye out for them and connect 
with them in the lobby after the service.

This kind of facial-recognition technology 
already exists, but to have the ability to take a 
high-res image, count the number of people in a 
room, figure out who they are, and generate 
appropriate action items? Game-changing.

Finding connections between 
people

It remains to be seen whether we will continue 
to live in an open world where there is
increasing value in being public with
information about who we are and where we 
spend our time. If that trend continues, you’ll 
have a powerful opportunity to find
connections within your church.
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and the difference it makes in their lives. Similarly, 
our churches need to evaluate the results that 
we’re helping our people to achieve.

We need to consider a results-oriented point of 
view and implement that perspective into what 
we talk about on Sunday mornings. If we can't 
clearly define how being engaged with our church 
can make a difference in someone’s life, it's going 
to be difficult for anyone to spread that idea to his 
or her friends. Our churches could learn to 
become more focused on the result that we're here 
to help the folks who attend our churches on a 
regular basis experience. As Andy Stanley has 
said, “Following Jesus will make your life better 
and will make you better at life.” 

It's fierce and friendly

It doesn't take long to understand that CrossFit is 
intense. Social media feeds are full of content 
showing people flipping giant tires, lifting 
incredible amounts of weight, and pushing their 
bodies to their limits. While it would be easy to 
assume that the culture within CrossFit must be 
machismo-driven, CrossFit at its core is designed 
to be a friendly environment that drives people 
to achieve their best in a supportive atmosphere. 
This comes out of its roots in the military and
law enforcement.

This idea of “leave no man behind” has trickled 
down to the class level where team members
will encourage each other to achieve their
personal best. Rather than fostering competition, 
CrossFit’s focus is on developing supportive and 
friendly environments. 

In fact, if you listen to the guys and gals who 
attend CrossFit regularly, they'll talk about the 
people in their CrossFit classes being some of their 
closest and dearest friends. Because they've 
pushed together and made a difference in each 
other’s lives, and done that in a supportive 
environment, this combination of fierce and 
friendly becomes a potent mix for developing a 

community that wants to make a difference and 
supports each other in common goals.

You and I need to evaluate if our churches have 
supportive, friendly environments. Are they the 
kind of place where our members reach out to 
one another and encourage people to connect in 
positive ways? If a gym is outpacing our ability to 
build community, then we need to sit up and 
notice. If a workout community is outpacing 
our churches' capacity to care for each other, 
then we're doing something wrong in the life of 
our church.

Tell stories through social media

Look at what CrossFit communicates on its various 
social media platforms and you'll consistently see 
the stories of its participants and their results. 
These stories aren't just about how many reps 
people do; in fact, very little of it focuses on the 
actual technical aspects of the workouts. Instead, 
these stories center on the difference that CrossFit 
is making in people's lives. (Scroll through the 
official CrossFit YouTube videos to see examples.) 
These stories are compelling to watch, and they 
show that people from a wide variety of 
backgrounds are regularly taking part in CrossFit. 
These folks are amazed at the difference these 
workouts make across their entire life, not just 
when they're in the “box”.

Our churches tend to spend too much time talking 
about our next event instead of celebrating the 
stories of the lives that have been changed through 
our ministries. Excelling in communicating how 
our church changes us for the better is the kind of 
thing that people will share with their friends 
because it’s so inspiring.

It's simple and repeatable

The current CrossFit organizational architecture is 
breathtakingly lean. Similar to the way Uber has 
downloaded most of their capital costs onto the 
individual drivers, the actual management of Uber 
is lean in comparison to the capital resource of 
drivers around the world. CrossFit as an 
organization spends all its time focusing on the 
brand, the management process, and best practices, 
and downloads all the capital expenses to 
individual gym owners. CrossFit doesn't assume 
any of those expenses in its operation. This lean 
structure has meant that a very small management 
organization has grown CrossFit to be worth four 
billion dollars. This is an incredibly large operation 
with a trim approach. Imagine that: a fitness 
organization that doesn't have a lot of “excess fat” 
in its organizational structure.

https://hellotars.com/chatbot-templates/healthcare/rk958m/personal-counselling-chatbot
https://woebot.io/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/apr/25/meet-tess-the-mental-health-chatbot-that-thinks-like-a-therapist


Let us examine our own leadership structure and 
ask if it is aiding or slowing down our growth. Is 
our organization so complex that it slows down our 
ability to reach out and grow? The fact that 
CrossFit focuses on a very simple transaction with 
its affiliates gives them a significant market 
advantage in their ability to move quickly into a lot 
of locations. A simple and repeatable structure has 
enabled CrossFit to grow quickly. I've said it before: 
you can either have control or you can have 
growth. It's very difficult to have both, and CrossFit 
as an organization has decided that it would prefer 
growth over control. As a result, it has released 
control to its local members while staying focused 
on culture and defining the direction of the entire 
movement, rather than getting bogged down in 
operational concerns.

It spreads by word of mouth
The first rule of CrossFit: Tell everyone you’re 
going to CrossFit. 

At its core, CrossFit spreads because it asks others, 
"Do you know anybody that has joined CrossFit?" It 
seems that the first rule of CrossFit is that 
everyone talks about the fact that they go to 
CrossFit. CrossFit grows because people try it, they 
invite their friends, and they talk about it. They're 
proud of the fact that they're making results. 
They're seeing that being there three to five times 
a week is making a difference on their physical 
goals in life, and they want to celebrate that with 
their friends.

There's also a fervent focus on social media and 
spreading the workouts of the day so members can 
know what they're getting themselves into as they 
go to their box of choice. The spreadable ideas of 
CrossFit seem to transcend the organization as 
they get passed by word of mouth, social media, 
and personal recommendations. A study on 
CrossFit participants found that this group spends 
a disproportionately small amount of time on 
traditional media, radio, and television [ref]. 
However, they spend a disproportionately large 
amount of time on social media, which makes 
sense when you see how many times CrossFit is 
tagged on various social media platforms.

Our churches grow because people tell their 
friends about them; so what can we take away 
from CrossFit’s publicity? For our churches, the 
question we need to ask is, "Are we providing tools 
and resources in the same way that CrossFit 
provides tools and resources to invite others in? Do 
we have an easy to understand ask that our people 
can ask of their friends to help them plug into 
what's happening at our church?"

In the same way that CrossFit goes out of its way to 
make a simple invitation, our churches need to do 
the same and make it easy for people to invite their 
friends to come and be a part of what's happening 
in our churches.

LOOKING FOR PRACTICAL  CHURCH 
GROWTH HELP?

Get the FREE three part video series on 
Church Growth. 

Is your church not growing as quickly as you’d 
like? Are you wondering how to grow your 
church without compromising the message?
Would you like to see your church impact as 
many people as possible?

I’m launching a FREE three part video series on 
Church Growth designed to help your church 
reach more people this year than you did last 
year. The lessons in this series have helped 
other churches reach new levels of impact and 
they can help your church too! 

Use this link to learn more about the video series 
and to sign up. Click here to get started today.

Visit unSeminary.com  for more free resources!

Take your church database, for example.
Powered by AI, it could provide real-time 
networking to help your people in the real 
world. As a church leader, you may meet with 
someone who needs a job. You’d consult your 
church database and have it search the social 
media feeds of those attending your church to 
find indications that their employers may be 
hiring. Imagine being able to turn that
information back around to this individual. 
What an amazing opportunity that would be!

There are a thousand different ways where 
helping your church community get more 
connected to each other would provide both real 
value to your church and real care to your 
people. We already do this now, but realistically 
none of us can remember more than a few
hundred contacts. When your church grows 
beyond that, it can be difficult to keep all the 
social connections clear.

Personalizing
communications at scale

Artificial intelligence, at its core, will be most 
useful in helping individuals filter out the noise. 
It won’t matter if it’s email, text, audio message, 
or a phone call. Unless we produce
hyper-personalized messages that are most 
useful to the individual, people will simply 
tune us out.

Using artificial intelligence, churches will be 
able to develop streams of communication based 
on an individual’s needs, preferences, age, and 
stage. Imagine your church being able to serve 
up customized content from messages two years 
ago that includes a message specifically
speaking to a need that someone in your church 
has expressed online. That day is coming.

Keeping ahead of the personalization game should 
be an important focus for us if we want
to stay relevant and engaged with our
communities long-term.

Artificial intelligence is here to stay. While it may 
not appear like it does in the science fiction movies 
of our childhood, there will come a day where 
artificial intelligence will take over so much of our 
personal interactions. I don't think there's going to 
be a switch one day all of a sudden; rather, it will be 
a slow and steady progression of these tools and 
technologies that enable us to help others in a
new way.

How do you think artificial 
intelligence might help you at 
your church? 
Leave a comment here to let us know if you can 
think of some other ways that artificial
intelligence might help you as a leader in
the future.

There’s some overlap in demographics between 
CrossFitters and churchgoers. Most importantly 
though, CrossFitters typically demonstrate an 
inspiring commitment to personal development.

In a market that has been dominated by brands 
targeted at women, CrossFit has seen historically 
high numbers of men engaging in regular fitness 
routines, which is an important takeaway for 
churches that have difficulty attracting men. 
CrossFit is a breathtaking business not only 
because of its workouts but also because of its 
scale and impact. Here are five lessons from 
CrossFit that we can apply to our churches as we 
think about how to grow.

Focus on results

The CrossFit community has an undeniable focus 
on achieving results. The functional exercises are 
defined by helping members shape and sculpt 
their physiques. When people sign up for CrossFit, 
they agree to participate in regular regimes that 
measure their results against the rest of their 
group and — even more importantly—against 
themselves. CrossFit focuses on fervently helping 
its participants understand what they're doing 
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Visit unSeminary.com  for more free resources!

https://unseminary.com/5-ways-artificial-intelligence-can-help-church-leaders/
https://unseminary.com/

