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Orientation

Module 1

No matter how wonderful 
the sermons, the music, and the Sunday School, 

a church is declining if it lacks 
effective Belonging and Community 

Engagement Systems.
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Session One: Objectives

1. The team members get to know each other & their job.

2. The team will get an overview of the Belonging System and the Big Ideas behind it.

3. The team will be introduced to the Guest-Friendly Checklist.

THE TEAM’S JOB & WHY IT 
MATTERS

Welcome to the team. Your church has asked 
you to be the people who will help it do a more 
effective job of making sure guests who arrive 
at your church door decide to return and make 
their way into the community of faith. This is 
crucial work—both for your guests and for your 
church.

Like most congregations, your church has 
developed a caring community—they are the 
people who are already part of the congrega-
tion. That is typical for United Church congre-
gations across the GTA. A 2014 study showed 
that United Church congregations had two top 
characteristics: 

1. They were good at being a community to 
each other. 

2. They didn’t know their neighbours at 
all.

Community is a good thing; not knowing the 
neighbours is not. It is an important reason 
that most United churches have seen their 
worship attendance decline by around 50% over 
the last decade.

Your Board or Council has undoubtedly iden-
tified the same pattern in your church. If the 
current trend line were to continue over the 
next decade, your congregation would easily 
become a small church in a building that is too 
big for you.

You might wonder why your leaders chose the 
Belonging System as a first project, rather than 
one on community engagement. The reality is 
that churches that try to encourage people to 
join them need to make sure their church is 
ready for guests. Most are not. Fixing that is a 
first step in growing the congregation.

WHAT A BELONGING SYSTEM 
IS

A Belonging System in a church is made up 
of everything the church does to accompany 
people into the community of faith by welcom-
ing guests so well that they become regular 
attenders; creating places to belong for different 
kinds of people who enter the community of 
faith—both newcomers and long-time mem-
bers; and closing the back door, through which 
people exit when their connection with the 
church is weakening.

The belonging system is invisible to most 
people, as it should be. In small churches, 
people know each other. The church is held 
together by the minister and a few lay leaders. 
In a large church, there must be specific people 
that pay special attention to everyone who 
comes through the doors. In this program, these 
people are called “Section Elders” or “Section 
Pastors.” They are the glue in the belonging 
system—the people who are alert Sunday by 
Sunday, keeping track of who is new, who has 
been missing for a few Sundays, and who isn’t 
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making any friends or finding a place to belong. 
More about them in Module 2.

The belonging system depends on many, 
many people: ushers, greeters, office staff, the 
ministers, small group leaders, the hospitality 
teams—everyone who creates the environment 
in which people can come to love God more 
deeply and to love and be loved by others who 
belong to this community of faith.

A System? Do We REALLY Need a Sys-
tem?

In a word, “Yes.” Sunday morning is the time 
when the largest number of the church’s neigh-
bours will connect with the congregation. It 
doesn’t matter how wonderful the music is or 
how inspiring the sermon is, if no one takes 
care to accompany guests into the congrega-
tion in a systematic way, the church’s worship 
attendance will continue to shrink. 

Everybody has to be pulling in the same direc-
tion: 

 » helping guests and members know the 

God who loves them more than they 
love themselves; and 

 » helping those same people make their 
way into the community of followers of 
Jesus.

No one comes to church looking for a system. 
They come looking for relationships—for 
friends who also follow God, and for a place to 
grow in faith. However, not having a system 
means that the church loses all but the most 
determined people who visit.

The Journey Church (NYC) had 100 people 
at its launch service. But 6 months later, they 
had only 35 people. The minister discovered 
that, while the church had many guests every 
Sunday, it was relying on friendliness alone 
to get them to keep coming. Lacking a system, 
those 65 guests drifted away until the church 
put a modest system in place. A few people paid 
attention and made sure each guest had com-
panions on the way into the community of faith.

The table below illustrates how interdependent 
the parts of Sunday morning are in a church, 
and why the systems matter so much to the 
church’s future.

Sunday Morning
Belonging Worship Community 

Engagement

Ready for guests team Worship team Raising church’s profile in 
neighbourhood

Follow-up system Technical support teams Building relationships with 
neighbours

Small groups & teams Hospitality teams Caring for neighbours

Section elders or pastors Christian ed. team Inviting neighbours in
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CHARTING A WAY OF LIFE FOR 
YOUR CONGREGATION

Your team is charged with helping the congre-
gation turn its greeting, hospitality, and related 
activities into a belonging system. Not just for a 
year, but as a way of life.

A great deal is known about welcoming guests 
and helping them find their way into the circle 
of your church. You could spend a year reading 
and studying, and you could write up a report, 
but that would not help your church much. 
The knowledge would still be theoretical and—
worse—it would likely gather  dust.

Instead, your team will test your learning, 
figure out what worked, and decide what you 
need to do a little differently next time. Your 
team is changing deep organizational habits 
and behaviour. That happens not by walking a 
straight line but by following something more 
like a learning spiral—one that starts where 
you are and grows with you as your knowledge 
and practice grow.

A Simple Learning Spiral

No one knows your church better than you 
do. Knowing how to improve something in 
your church is often a daunting task for most 
of us—especially if we think we need to know 
everything before we start. Spiral learning—or 
learning by doing—is the method this work-
book uses. The workbook will provide the 
framework; you’ll take on some tasks and test 
your results for new insights that apply to your 
church within the framework. As time goes on 
you’ll grow as you practise new skills.

How Your Work Fits into the Whole

Week by week the congregation’s work will go 
on, much as it has in the past. The chart to the 
right shows the different systems that every 
church has. Some systems might be maintained 

by just one or two people. In a large church, 
there could be many more people doing the 
regular work within a system. Your work will 
introduce forward direction into your congrega-
tion’s life.

Your work as a team will start to have an 
impact people can see as you implement your 
ideas. You won’t be throwing everything up in 
the air or destabilizing too much by changing 
everything all at once. That’s why you’ll be 
working on one system of your church at a time.

My Thoughts & Questions

Sunday 
Morning

Community 
Engagement

Belonging & 
Community

Resource 
Management

Leadership & 
Volunteering

Faith
Growth Governance



5

GETTING THE WORK DONE

The Belonging Team has three distinct jobs:

1. Designing and implementing the wel-
coming system for guests;

2. Creating diverse opportunities for 
assimilating people who attend your 
church and are looking for a way in; and

3. Closing the church’s back door and 
reconnecting with people who, recently, 
have been in church less frequently.

The team could use different methods of work-
ing to get the job done. For example: 

 » Everyone could do all of it together 
(requires more meetings), or

 » One person could be asked to work with 
a team of people (such as the elders) to 
work on part 3 and report back, and 

 » Everyone else could do parts 1 and 2 
together.

Consider how frequently team members are 
available to meet and how much time you are 
able to spend on this. Then decide on the model 
of working you think would work best for you.

Readings for the Teams

The members of your team will become an even 
more significant resource to your congregation 
than you are now. Therefore, you should also be 
reading and discussing at least one book on con-
gregational revitalization, in addition to what’s 
in this workbook.

The most important book for everyone 
to read:

Real Good Church by Rev. Molly Phinney Bas-
kette (Pilgrim Press, 2014). The story of HOW a 
mainline church turned itself around in a part 
of the country where church attendance is the 
lowest in the US.

You may also want to read:

Beyond the First Visit by Gary L. McIntosh 
(Baker Books, 2006). An overview of best prac-
tices in connecting with guests and accompany-
ing them on their journey into the community 
of faith.

Objectives for the Team’s work

Over your time together, your team will 
acquire:

1. a working knowledge of what it takes to 
create and sustain a belonging system 
in the congregation.

2. an overview of the elements of a belong-
ing system that are already in place at 
your church;

3. a list of elements to be added to the 
church and the “glue” that’s needed to 
make the system work;

4. a clear purpose for the belonging system 
of it and a theological/faith case for it;

WAYS THE TEAM WILL 
DO ITS WORK:
Reading and discussing

Gathering information

Interviewing

Filling gaps

Recruiting and training

Reporting
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5. a group of key people and training 
needed to make the system work and 
keep it working; and

6. a recommendation on where responsibil-
ity for maintaining and evaluating the 
system should lie.

HOMEWORK

Preparation for the Next Meeting

1.  Take a look at the Ready-for-Guests Check-
list on pages 16–20 in Module 2. Ask team 
members to decide which parts of the check-
list they’ll work on before the next meeting. It 
works best if two people work on each set of 
questions.

Remind people to look at their church through 
the eyes of guests, not as they see it themselves. 
Don’t explain why something is the way you 
find it, just find it.

Recruit a mystery guest to visit before your 
next meeting. Options might include:

 » asking your office administrator or  
board chair to call a different congre-
gation, explain the project, and ask if 
they’d send someone—not a minister 
or church staff—to visit and prepare a 
report;

 » asking your office administrator or 
board chair to call a church like yours of 
another denomination, explain the proj-
ect, and ask if they’d send someone—not 
the minister—to visit and do a report; or 
asking the Centre for Church Develop-
ment and Leadership to recruit a person 
to do the job (tucc.ca).

You’ll need to photocopy the Guest-Friendly 
Checklist and send it to your mystery guest.

2.  Ask people to read pages 9–10 in Module 2 
prior to the next meeting.

Remember

http://tucc.ca


Module 2

Becoming a Church 
where Guests 

Come Back

It takes from 3-7 minutes 
for people to make up their minds about your church.

It ’s what comes BEFORE 
the choir anthem & the message 

that makes the difference.
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Session Two - Part A: Objectives

1. Work through the exercises in this module.

2. Discuss the big ideas behind a belonging system. Identify those that you think would be 

most inspiring to your congregation and those that would be the biggest challenge to the 

people of the church.

3. Report on findings from the Guest-Friendly Checklist. Receive and discuss Mystery Guest 

Report. Decide which areas should be top priority for work.

EVERY GUEST A SPECIAL 
GUEST

Every person who makes his or her way in to 
your church on a Sunday morning is a person 
who has taken a long and uncertain journey. 
He or she feels nervous. That person is a special 
guest that no church can disregard. God has 
brought that person your way.

Lots of churches have friendly people handing 
out bulletins. They usually have an announce-
ment about where coffee will be served, and 
that’s it. Lots of churches don’t even bother 
with the greeter at the door or the bulletin.

Our relationship with guests begins when 
they’re sitting at their computers checking 
out our church website. The big challenge for 
churches is that people generally make up their 
minds about whether they’ll come back in less 
than seven minutes of pulling into the parking 
lot. If they come back a second time, experi-
ence tells us that 85% of those people will keep 
coming. The problem is that only 15% of people 
actually come back a second time. That’s why 
we must make a serious effort to improve our 
reception of guests.

The Other Reason Guests Matter

For Christians, being careless with guests puts 
distance between us and the God who sent 
them our way. It’s a matter of faith.

At another level, being careless with guests 
puts our congregations in peril. When churches 
are starting out, extra efforts are made to 
meet the neighbours and to help guests make 
their way into the congregation. Once they’re 
established and financially stable, many 
churches tend to focus most on building a 
sense of community—an unintended conse-
quence is turning inward. When that happens, 
our churches tend to grow older with their 
members and die. God sends guests our way 
not only as a gift to guests, but as a gift to our 
church.

Take a look at the following box and do the 
math for your church.
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What’s Involved in a Church’s Belonging 
System?

The belonging system involves everything we 
do to help individuals become part of the local 
community of faith and to build joyful, life-sus-
taining relationships with one another; it also 
includes our efforts to help people who are seek-
ing God enter our community and belong. 
It includes

 » greeting and hospitality; 

 » coffee hour and meals;

 »  fellowship events;

 » developing and implementing a belong-
ing system for guests;

 » fellowship-based small groups, sports 
teams, church-sponsored kids’ groups 
(e.g., Scouts), youth groups, etc.;

 » care for people who are ill, in stress, 
bereaved, or dealing with a bad patch in 
life; and

 » membership classes for guests, etc.

Why worry about all of this? Because people 
walking through your church’s door may not 
be aware that God loves them more than they 
love themselves. You need them to get into the 
service, where they can hear that message loud 
and clear—provided they’re not completely 
tense and turned off by everything that hap-
pened on the way into the sanctuary.

The most important reason to worry about 
what guests experience is that God has sent 
them to you. And you want to make sure noth-
ing gets in the way of everything the God of 
Love has in mind for them.

The Belonging System: The Big Ideas

The Big Ideas in the belonging system start 
with an astonishing story from the Bible. It’s a 
story that changed history for all of us who are 
Christians. Read the Scripture text and answer 
the questions that follow.

The people of 
our neighbour-
hoods 
matter to God 
and therefore 
they 
matter to us. 

GUESTS BY THE NUMBERS

1. Every church needs to grow by 
approximately 7–15% per year just to 
stay even.

2. Our church has ____ people in wor-
ship on Sundays..

3. That means our church needs ____ 
new people coming into our church 
each year.

4. Therefore, we need about ____ guests 
who try out our church. That would 
give us ____ new members each year.

“

”
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Peter had grown up as a devout practitioner of 
the Jewish faith. His culture was inward-turn-
ing. All good Jews had been living this way 
since the days of Abraham and Sarah. Turn-
ing inward had been essential to their lives as 
people who worshipped one God. It had also 
been essential to their nation’s survival. And yet, 
here was Cornelius—a Gentile—at Peter’s door.

1.  Think about your own congregation in the 
light of this story. How might the culture of 
the congregation be different from that of the 
people around you? What would the people of 
the church value about that? And, given that 
culture, who might be “Cornelius at the door” of 
your church?

Even though Peter had heard Jesus talk about 
God being a Welcoming god—a God for every-
one—Peter hadn’t yet turned that idea into 
behaviour. He was still a practising Jew. Chris-
tianity didn’t exist yet. In fact, this event is the 
watershed moment when devout Jews welcomed 
Gentiles—and Christianity was born. The 
Christian movement grew right down to your 
church and mine.

2.  Recall some stories of “Cornelius figures” 
who’ve knocked on your church’s door and have 
been welcomed in. What did it take for that to 
happen?

The Welcoming God

“It was about noon. Peter got hungry and 
started thinking about lunch. While lunch 
was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 
He saw the skies open up. Something that 
looked like a huge blanket lowered by ropes 
at its four corners settled on the ground. Ev-
ery kind of animal and reptile and bird you 
could think of was on it.

Then a voice came: “Go ahead, Peter—kill 
and eat.” Peter said, “Oh, no, Lord. I’ve 
never so much as tasted food that was not 
kosher.” The voice came a second time: “If 
God says it’s okay, it’s okay.” This happened 
three times, and then the blanket was pulled 
back up into the skies.

As Peter—puzzled—sat there trying to figure 
out what it all meant, men sent by Cornelius 
showed up at his front door. They called 
in, asking if there was a Simon, also called 
Peter, staying there. Peter, lost in
thought, didn’t hear them, so the Spirit 
whispered to him, “Three men are knocking 
at the door looking for you. Get down there 
and go with them. Don’t ask any questions. I 
sent them to get you.”

Talking things over, they went on into the 
house, where Cornelius introduced Peter to 
everyone who had come. Peter addressed 
them, “You know, I’m sure that this is high-
ly irregular. Jews just don’t do this—visit 
and relax with people of another race. But 
God has just shown me that no race is better 
than any other...” Peter fairly exploded with 
his good news: “It’s God’s own truth, nothing 
could be plainer: God plays no favorites! It 
makes no difference who you are or where 
you’re from—if you want God and are ready 
to do as he says, the door is open. The Mes-
sage he sent to the children of Israel—that 
through Jesus Christ everything is being put 
together again—well, he’s doing it every-
where, among everyone...” (Acts 10).
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Other Big Ideas

Each module in the belonging system rests on big ideas that are different from the big ideas that 
are common in many churches these days. One way to create an environment that fosters the 
habits and behaviours you want to see is to anchor them in the faith community at large, especially 
through sermons. These ideas need to be in the air people breathe in the church until they become 
common language, a norm for the life of this community.

MODULE 2: WELCOMING

Consider each of the ideas below. If they were fully embodied in your church, what impact might 
they have on what goes on from day to day?

1.  God loves and accepts everyone; we will do our best to do that too.

2.  Every guest is someone God has sent our way.

3.  Our church will be ready for every kind of guest.

What ideas might stand in the way of these Big Ideas being made real in your church?

Scriptures to Think About

Matthew 9:9-12 When Jesus called Matthew to be a disciple, a lot of riff-raff and low-lifes joined 
them. The holy people at the Temple berated the disciples for following a man who let that kind of 
person hang around him.

Luke 19:1-10 Jesus meets with the one person that everyone in town hates—the local crook, Zac-
chaeus, the tax man.
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MODULE 3: ASSIMILATING

Consider each of the ideas below. If they were fully embodied in your church, what impact might 
they have on what goes on from day to day?

1.  God has wired every person in different ways and God has said, “It’s good.” We agree with God.

2.  We all come to know God in relationships—with God and with one another. We’ll do our best to 
foster relationships for everyone who settles in among us.

3.  Growing in hospitality and community is what Christians do as they draw closer to the God who 
is hospitable beyond our wildest dreams.

What ideas and/or habits might stand in the way of these Big Ideas becoming real in the life of your 
church?

Scriptures to Think About

Corinthians 12:12-20 Paul introduces the metaphor of the church as the “body of Christ”—a body 
in which each one comes as God has wired him or her.

Galatians 2:11-21 Paul takes Peter to task because he has been bold in including the Gentiles 
when he is far from home. But back home in Jerusalem, where people are conservative and 
inward-turning, Peter has been excluding the Gentiles.

Corinthians 5:16-21 Paul’s teaching that God’s reconnecting each of us with God means we are all 
connected to each other as well.

1 Peter 2:1-10 Peter calls on people to become “living stones,” built on the cornerstone of 
Christ-people who are formed into one holy community.
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MODULE 4:  RECONNECTING

Consider each of the ideas below. If they were fully embodied in your church, what impact might 
they have on what goes on from day to day?

1.  Members of the community of faith take care of each other.

2.  Life happens—when people’s connection to the congregation weakens, it’s important for the 
church to let them know that God and the church still care and want to offer a way back in.

3.  People belong to the community of faith until the end of life; we’ll do our best to make that a real 
connection.

What ideas and/or habits might stand in the way of these Big Ideas becoming real in the life of your 
church?

Scriptures to Think About

Acts 6:1-6 The early church deals with discrimination in their midst—especially towards the 
widows and orphans from a lower-status group in the church.

Revelation 3:7-13 The church of Philadelphia was weak and frail, but it had persevered. So God 
promised to be with them to the end of time.

2 Timothy 2:1-7 Timothy is encouraged to stay the course to the end of his life, as Jesus had done 
in his time.
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A Church for Others

The church is God’s creation. It exists to bless 
the world. Each of us is blessed to have been 
drawn in. But sometimes we forget there are 
many others outside our walls in whom God 
is at work. Every congregation is meant to be 
a church for others—for the people who aren’t 
here yet. Over time we forget that.

We need to get ready for company before they 
actually turn up. Gary McIntosh, a church con-
sultant and prolific author, invented a term for 
it: “guesterize.”

McIntosh defines guesterize: to make a church 
more responsive to its guests and better able to 
attract new ones. synonyms: service, care, love, 
acceptance.

The first rules of “guesterizing” a church:

 » Take out the kitty litter (clean up!)

 » Create a guests-first attitude

 » Make all communication “guest-
friendly”

 » Create the best possible welcome

 » Create the best possible service

 » Create persistent follow-up1

The rest of this module will help you test the 
extent to which that’s happening at your church 
and identify the areas you need to work on.

Talk it Over: Part 1

Think back to an occasion when you were the 
guest at a church. Jot down your thoughts to 
share with a couple of other people.
What did they do that made you feel at home?

What was there that made you feel like an 
outsider?

What could they have done to make you come 
back a second time?

1   See chapter 8 of Gary McIntosh’s book, Beyond the First 
Visit, for a longer list and more detail on how to make progress.

Most people 
expect to be 
bored in church. 
Don’t let that 
happen. It’s 
your job to 
improve God’s 
reputation with 
everyone who 
walks through 
your doors.

“

”
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Talk with two other people and identify any 
common themes.

Part 2

As a full group, capture the highlights of the 
experiences that people have had.

Capture any insights you want to keep in mind 
for your church.

SEEING THROUGH THE EYES 
OF GUESTS

The first seven minutes of a guest’s experience 
of your church involve the following:

 » driving in the driveway and finding a 
parking place, or finding parking on the 
street

 » reading your sign message (if you have 
one)

 » figuring out which door to enter

 » meeting the greeters

 » finding the washrooms

 » locating where the children go and when

 » meeting the nursery care givers

 » finding a seat

At every point, something can go wrong. Yet, at 
every point, the church needs things to go right.

Assignment

The next few pages contain checklists that 
team members should use between meetings as 
a self-test to help you see the church through 
the eyes of guests. Looking at the entire list can 
be a little discouraging. Therefore, you could 
divide up the lists among the members. Then 
each person/pair could tackle one or two areas 
and bring their findings and recommendations 
to the next meeting of the full team. Try to see 
through the eyes of a first-time guest.

A READY-FOR-GUESTS 
CHECKLIST

Take a tour of your church, as if you were wel-
coming a group of very famous guests. Try to 
see everything as they might see it.

One Church’s Experience:

One church asked some outsiders to look 
at their guest-readiness. The parking lot 
was great, but the guests discovered that 
the church entrance had nothing that said 
it was a church. The school that rented the 
building during the week had posters and 
information brochures all over the entrance. 
Signs for last year’s events were still on the 
office windows. The sign on the minister’s 
office was a curled up and yellowed piece of 
paper. Mismatched furniture sat near the 
entrances. No one from the church noticed 
this stuff anymore. It was definitely time to 
change the kitty litter!  So, that’s what they 
did.
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THE EXTERIOR

Beginning with the street in front of the church, 
answer each question Yes/No/Unsure.

Y/N/U

1. Is the church sign easy to read 
from all angles on the road?

2. Is it easy to tell where to turn for 
parking?

3. Are there parking attendants to 
help strangers know where to 
park?

4. Does anyone provide umbrellas in 
case of bad weather?

5. Is all ice cleared from all walk-
ways?

6. Are there signs at all entrances, 
telling guests where to enter?

7. Are exterior signs and parking lot 
entrances lit at night?

8. Do signs look professionally pre-
pared?

9. If your sign has an inspirational 
message, is it meaningful or 
thought provoking?

10. Is the exterior at least as well 
maintained as other buildings in 
the neighbourhood?

11. Is the landscaping attractive and 
maintained?

12. Are a few parking spaces reserved 
for first-time guests?

13. Are the sidewalks easy to navi-
gate for people with wheelchairs, 
walkers, or strollers?

14. Does the website tell people the 
time of services and directions on 
the home page?

15. Does your phone message sound 
professional and friendly?

16. Are your worship schedule and 
website information  on the office 
phone message?

Areas to work on:

Which items on the checklist do we need to 
work on?
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LOBBY/ENTRANCES

Beginning with the entrances to the church, 
answer these questions Yes/No/Unsure.

Y/N/U

1. Are the entrances free of stacks of  
old bulletins, reports, brochures, 
and posters sitting around?

2. Are there attractive and up-to-
date brochures about the church 
in the lobbies?

3. Are the bulletin boards current?

4. Do the bulletin boards tell the 
story of what the congregation 
cares most about?

5. Are there pictures showing 
congregation worshipping, doing 
outreach, playing?

6. Is guest information available at 
all entrances?

7. Is the coat closet—including the 
place for boots and galoshes—tidy 
and clean?

8. Is there a “junk room/area” visible 
at the entrance?

9. Are there signs directing parents 
to the washrooms, nursery, and 
classrooms for children?

10. Are there signs to accessible 
seating for people in walkers or 
wheelchairs?

11. Is there a welcome table for 
guests at each entrance—with a 
person to greet/assist them?

12. What do the current wall decora-
tions say about what your congre-
gation cares about?

Areas to work on:

Which items on the checklist above do we need 
to work on?

REMINDER:
A “mystery guest” will be doing the same 
exercise on a Sunday morning. He or she 
will fill in the same checklist you’re looking 
at.

Be sure to compare the mystery guest’s 
report with your own before you draw 
conclusions.
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WASHROOMS

Y/N/U

1. Can guests find the washrooms 
from the lobby without having to 
ask for directions?

2.  Is there signage that clearly 
marks the location of washrooms?

3. Are the washrooms spotless?

4. Are lotions, tissues, extra toilet 
paper and air freshener available 
in the washrooms?

5. Are there places to change babies 
in both the women’s and men’s 
washrooms?

6. Are all washrooms 
fresh-smelling?

Areas to work on:

Which items on the checklist do we need to 
work on?

OTHER ROOMS

Y/N/U

1. Is the lighting adequate for all 
ages in hallways, classrooms, and 
the sanctuary and washrooms? 
Including for people with failing 
vision?

2. Are all rooms clearly labelled 
with signs on the outside?

3. Are there rooms that need to be 
cleaned? Rooms where supplies 
and equipment need to be “stored 
properly” or “purged?”

4. Are there rooms that need to be 
painted?

5. Are the rooms for infants and 
toddlers conspicuously clean, safe 
and fresh-smelling?

6. Are the decor, equipment and 
study materials up to date?

Areas to work on:

Which items on the checklist do we need to 
work on?
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GREETERS & USHERS

Y/N/U

1. Is the greeter/usher supply area 
clean and organized?

2. Are greeters positioned at all 
entrances of the church?

3. Are they there for all of the ser-
vices?

4. Do the greeters make eye contact 
with guests, smile, and welcome 
them? 

5. Do greeters welcome singles, as 
well as people arriving in couples 
or families?

6. Are greeters supplied with the 
information they need to be the 
first line of contact for the church?

7. Do the ushers save one or two 
back rows for guests and latecom-
ers?

 

Areas to work on:

Which items on the checklist do we need to 
work on?

BULLETINS/COMMUNICATIONS

Y/N/U

1. Does the bulletin make clear to 
guests what to do at each point of 
the service (e.g., stand, sit, pass 
peace)?

2. Is the bulletin written in clear, 
non-churchy English?

3. Is there a “welcome” brochure in 
the pews?

4. Are large-print bulletins avail-
able? (How do guests get them?)

5. Do announcements in the service 
avoid “insider-information”?

6. Do announcements for events or 
meetings indicate whether guests 
are welcome?

7. If guests are invited to go to 
coffee after the service, does the 
announcer show people where 
coffee will be served?

Areas to work on:

Which items on the checklist do we need to 
work on?
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POST-SERVICE FELLOWSHIP 
TIME

Y/N/U

1. Are there people specifically 
assigned to welcome guests to 
coffee and introduce them to 
other members?

2. Are the refreshments served 
fresh?

3. Is the area kept clean and fresh 
for both services?

4. Are there people trained to pray 
with guests who express a specific 
need?

Areas to work on:

Which items on the checklist do we need to 
work on?

OUR PLAN TO MAKE 
PROGRESS

Priorities for action

1.  With whom do we need to work to get this 
done?

2.  Who among us will be the point person on 
this part of our work?

3.  Is it possible to recruit a team to help us get 
the basics done by the next big-event Sunday 
(e.g., Christmas, Easter, Thanksgiving)?

IMPORTANT NOTE: 

Be sure to get your board’s authorization 
before you start cleaning up after a service. 
Moving things in a church is often a source of 
conflict, unless authorized.
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MAKING THE GUEST 
CONNECTION

Most churches are passive about guests. Greet-
ers may offer a welcome, but that’s it. An old 
card may be in the pews for guests to fill in if 
they are willing to be proactive themselves.

Nelson Searcy, founder of The Journey Church 
(NYC), has invented a foolproof system for 
churches to be proactive—not nagging—and 
persistent in paying attention to guests. Nelson 
used to do everything like most of us do until 
something happened. His story follows.

Session Two - Part B: Objectives

Part A in this Module focused on getting ready for guests—or “guesterizing.” Part B will focus on 
making a connection with guests, which is absolutely crucial and takes work.

1. Discuss the three chapters assigned for today and answer the following questions as a 
group: 

i. What inspired you? 

ii. What did you think might be worth thinking about for your church?

2. Review all the activities experienced in the first 7 minutes of a guest’s visit. (See the list on 
page 15.)  Have team members make the case, in their own words, for why these 7 minutes 
matter.

3. Work through the list of activities required, from the beginning of the service to the next 
Monday afternoon. Review your church’s existing gift bag and guest card, and decide how 
they could be improved.

4. Decide on a plan for Section Elders.

5. Do the exercise on page 30.

“...my wife Kelley and I had moved to [NY 
City] late in the summer of 2001 and started 
working to grow a church from scratch—with 
no money, no members, and no location....
We officially launched The Journey on 
Easter Sunday of 2002, with 110  people  in  
attendance. We were ecstatic that God had 
sent that many people to us. But the excite-
ment didn’t last long. ...Fifty-five of our 110 
attenders came back. Not too bad—we kept 
half. Yet over the next five months, with my 
dynamic leadership and powerful preaching, 
I grew the church down to 35...in a city of 8 
million people!

...God prompted me to do some research on 
our church’s brief history. At this point we 
weren’t as systematic about tracking the 
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The Assimilation System

The Journey Church is not a megachurch. The 
church’s Sunday morning attendance is about 
150 people in each of the three locations. (The 
church meets in rented hotel space on Sunday 
mornings.) Churches have been adapting The 
Journey Church System since they launched it 
in 2004. The Assimilation System involves the 
following:

1. Attention to the first 7 minutes

2. A connection card for guests

3. A personal follow-up within 36 hours

4. A different follow-up for second-time 
guests

5. Creating “sticky” events & situations 
(see module 2 for this one)

6. All members becoming guest-friendly

7. Full circle to belonging

Creating an assimilation system is scarcely 
rocket science. It’s all about discipline and 
habits. And it’s about everyone pulling 
together:

 » Office staff create connection cards.

 » Greeters welcome guests.

 » Greeters make sure guests get a small 
gift and the information they need.

 » Ushers gather up the cards during the 
service.

 » Office staff enter the information into a 
guest database on Mondays.

 » The minister sends out a standard email 
on Mondays.

Many churches feel they have done well if 
someone says hello to guests when they arrive 
and if someone shakes hands with them during 
the passing of the peace. Those are good things, 
but they don’t make people feel as if they 
belong.

Take a look at the overview of the assimila-
tion system on the next page. Jot down your 
thoughts about what a “system” might do for 
your church.

weekly vital signs as we are now, but I did 
have a record of attendance, offering, and 
estimated number of first-time guests. I added 
up the total number of first-time guests...over 
the previous 5 months and was blown away. 
We were averaging between three and four 
first-time adult guests a week. Over the period 
when we were declining, we had experienced 
80 first-time guests! ...we began to take a hard 
look at everything related to first-time guests. 
That’s how we developed the Assimilation 
System,” Nelson Searcy, Fusion (Ventura: 
Regal Books, 2007), 21-23.
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The Assimilation/Belonging System in Brief

First-time Guests What the Church Does

Sunday #1 Welcome
Collect connection cards
Give guests a small gift

Monday morning Enter guest info into system

Monday afternoon Send email from minister

Second-time Guests What the Church Does

1 month later Send letter inviting to special event

Sunday #2 Collect connection cards with 2nd-time box checked

Monday afternoon Send letter with ways to get involved—encourage to try one
Add to e-newsletter list

From 3 weeks to 6 months 
(as people are ready)

Create “sticky” situations for different kinds of people
Help people find their way into a group where they “belong”
Encourage membership & offer Membership Class
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THE PIECES A CHURCH NEEDS 
TO MAKE THE SYSTEM WORK

The term “assimilation” is used widely in 
church revitalization literature. However, no 
one really wants to think of himself or herself 
as being “assimilated.” Therefore, we suggest 
using the term “belonging.” It has roots in 
Christian faith, as in metaphors like belonging 
to “the body of Christ” or “the family of God.”

To be fair, assimilation is an antidote to the 
negative side of the word “belonging.” Many 
congregations leave it to guests to push their 
way in; most guests give up. In practice, belong-
ing may mean that we let people park in our 
parking lot, sit in our services, and contribute 
to our offering. But no one goes out of the way 
to accompany them on the path to becoming 
a much-loved member of our little piece of the 
body of Christ.

Assimilation emphasizes the pro-active efforts 
of the church and all of its present members to 
open themselves to the guests God has brought 
them and to grow with and into one another.

The Welcome

The Welcome is crucial to helping people feel 
special and, above all, welcomed. The lynch pin 
of The Welcome is a trained greeter who gives 
them:

 » a bulletin;

 » a small map of the church—washrooms, 
nursery, and Sunday School places for 
children, the location of coffee after the 
service;

 » a small gift; and

 » a hand-off to the usher who seats them.

The Gift

The gift is a good way to be not only hospitable, 
but informative. It can be a small gift bag or 
a printed folder with the church’s “brand” or 
slogan on the outside. Inside should be things 
that a guest might appreciate such as the fol-
lowing:

 » a short welcome letter from the 
minister(s)

 » a small gift card (e.g., Tim Horton’s),

 » a copy of the church’s introductory 
brochure, 

 » something for the kids,

 » a welcome DVD from the church and, if 
the timing is right,

 » two complementary tickets to the next 
concert.

And that’s it.

The bag should not be filled with announce-
ments and flyers from groups in the church, 
even though group leaders will put pressure on 
you to include their material. The gift is about 
opening the door to what guests are looking for: 
basic information about the church that will 
help them know if it’s the place for them.

  The People of 
our town 
matter to God. 
THAT’s why 
they matter to 
us. 
   – Bill Hybels

“

”
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A video allows the minister(s) to be a real 
human being(s) on a DVD and to put the 
essence of the church to people who may never 
have been in church in their lives. The DVD 
should run no longer than 4 to 5 minutes; just 
enough to convey a feeling of welcome.

The Connection Card

The Connection Card is a card that allows 
guests to take a step toward the church. A 
connection card is different from the kind of 
general card churches normally keep. Here’s 
how:

1. It is dated because it is crucial to the 
timing of the church’s follow-up with 
guests.

2. It offers the guest a chance to connect 

with the church as a next step in his or 
her faith journey.

3. By giving guests a chance to step up in 
their faith, you show them your church 
is serious about helping people grow in 
their faith.

A sample connection card appears below. It 
should be printed on light cover stock. If you 
put it in the pews each week, be sure to draw 
guest’s attention to it in the announcements. 
Collect it with the offering.

Some churches use only the front of the card, 
preferring to leave the “next steps” to a later 
date. 

 

Connection Card January 20, 2011 

Name   
email   

  Change in contact information FRONT 

1st-time guest 
2nd-time guest 
Other 

Address   
    

Best contact phone    

If 1st-time guest, how did you hear about United?   
 
Please place this card in the offering plate when it comes by. Thank you! 

 

Send me info on: 
Baptism for my children 
Baptism for me 
Youth group for my children 
Growth groups 
A service team at the church    
Meet-the-Minister Luncheon 
Other   

My next step today is: 
Starting a spiritual practice (e.g., 

praying, reading the Bible, 
meditating) 

Volunteering in my neighbourhood 
Contributing regularly to the Food 

Bank 
Other    

BACK 

Comments, prayer requests:   



26

The Connection Card: Entering the 
Guests’ Coordinates into the Church’s 
System

The information that guests give the church 
is gold. It should be treated accordingly. The 
belonging system won’t work unless someone 
is assigned responsibility for the cards, which 
includes the following:

1. Collecting the cards each week,

2. Depositing them in the right spot in the 
office, and

3. Getting office staff or a volunteer to:

i. enter the data into a “guest section” 
of the church database on Monday 
morning;

ii. make sure the names of first-time 
guests come up for a letter after a 
month, if they haven’t returned yet; 
and

iii. track second-time guests and 
follow-up.

The First-Time Guest: Email

On Monday afternoon, a welcoming email from 
the Minister needs to go to everyone who was 
a first-time guest. It can be a standard email 
because no one will get more than one. The 
email needs to contain two things: a Thank You 
for attending, and an invitation to come back. 
If the church can arrange an online survey 
from its website, the link to a survey about the 
guest’s experience should also be included.

To the right is a sample email of the kind 
that The Journey Church sends out (for more 
details, see the minister’s book Fusion). An 
email from a large church would undoubtedly 
be a bit more formal, but would do the same 
things: get a personal email from the minister 
into guests’ inboxes, and let them know what’s 

coming up and that the church would love to 
see them.

With information from the minister on what’s 
coming up, an administrative staff or a volun-
teer could easily send the email each week on 
behalf of the minister.

One person—a staff person or a volunteer—
should be appointed “Guardian of the Cards.” 
That person should make sure the information 
on the cards is entered into the proper part 
of the church’s database. He or she could also 
compose the email for the minister to approve. 
The guardian would also be responsible to 
make sure the steps in the Welcoming System 
take place when they are supposed to. (See 
page 22 for the overview.)
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The guardian would also keep track of guest 
comments on the website if you choose to use 
an online survey. 

The First-Time Guest: 1 Month Later

If a first-time guest hasn’t returned within a 
month, there’s no need to worry. Lots of people 
only make it to church once a month these 
days. Life is busy. But the one-month mark is 
the time to remind people that the church is 
holding a space just for them.

This reminder should come in the form of a 
letter in an envelope, preferably hand-ad-
dressed. It should be in a regular envelope, not 
one with a window or it will look like a bill. 
Its focus should be on upcoming services and 
events that could be of interest to the guest. 
Again, it should be signed by the minister. The 
decline of real letters in the mail means you 
may have to experiment with ways to make 
your letter stand out, such as by using a special 
printed envelope and addressing  it by hand.

The Second-Time Guest

Eighty-five percent of people who come to 
church as second-time guests will stay with 
your church. They’ve already had the gift, the 
worship experience, the email, and possibly 
the follow-up letter after a month. If they’ve 
come again, they’re looking for a path into the 
church. It’s the church’s job to provide guides 
for that journey.

The “Get Involved” Letter

This letter—not an email, a real letter—needs 
to be tailored to people who are new to the 
church. It should be written in simple, straight-
forward language—no “church-ese”. It should 
also be geared to the interests of as many kinds 
of people as possible including people who like 
study groups, people who prefer to do some-
thing or to serve in an active group, and people 

who are looking for a growth group (spiritual 
practices, life application, etc.).

The biggest temptation with this letter is to 
turn it into an announcement flyer for all the 
groups in the church. Do not yield to tempta-
tion!

The key here is drafting a letter that will 
open a door for different kinds of people. Once 
through that door, he or she will find a pathway 
into the community of faith. This letter needs to 
be revised regularly, as new “sticky” groups or 
events are developed.

An Online Guest Survey

Some churches invite guests to fill in a survey 
online. This is by no means a sure thing. Lots 
of us have become jaded by online surveys that 
trigger endless email ads from some organiza-
tion. Nevertheless, The Journey Church (NYC) 
has had a more positive experience. Their 
survey asks guests:

1. What did you notice first?

2. What did you like best?

3. What was your overall impression?

4. How can we pray for you?2

The link to the survey is included in the minis-
ter’s email on the Monday after the guest’s first 
visit.

Creating “Sticky” Situations

“Sticky” situations are events, opportunities 
and groups where guests meet people and get 
a foothold in the congregation. Guests will drift 
away unless they form meaningful relation-
2 Nelson Searcy and Jennifer Dykes Henson, Fusion, 
(Ventura: Regal Books, 2007), 170. The idea of an “Assimilation 
System” was developed by Searcy. The steps outlined in this mod-
ule to this point have been adapted to a United Church milieu 
from the system developed at The Journey Church. The adapta-
tion is based on the experiences with United Church congrega-
tions.
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ships with people who are already part of the 
faith community or who are new like them. 
People once went to specific churches because of 
their belief systems. This is no longer the case. 
Today most people choose a church because 
they can form relationships with other people 
who are seeking significance in their lives.

Congregations tend to start shrinking once the 
existing members have formed relationships 
with each other. That’s why the church needs to 
create new groups and events regularly—if only 
to give guests a place to land and stick.

Sticky situations are ones where new people 
meet up with existing members and other 
newbies. The stickiest are: social events, small 
groups, service teams or events.

We will go into these events much more thor-
oughly in Module 3. For now, it’s important to 
know that the church needs to keep “stirring 
the pot” and creating new opportunities.

Another good activity is a quarterly Meet-the-
People lunch after church. Invite all newcom-
ers to sign up and invite an equal number of 
old-timers to join you. If possible, you want new 
guests to bond with other new guests, as well 
as old-timers. It’s easier to make your way into 
something new alongside someone who’s on the 
same pathway. Current members are import-
ant because they can act as guides on the path 
to give new folks a chance to meet others with 
whom they might click.

The quote to the right describes a shift that 
has been going on in urban culture for a couple 
of decades. Read it and discuss together how 
this may or may not have been your personal 
experience.

Phyllis Tickle, author of the quote, has used 
her lifelong experience as editor of the reli-
gious books section of Publisher’s Weekly (the 
bible of the publishing industry) to describe 
major shifts in the world of churches and 
religion. Some of the changes—including the 
one above—are especially relevant to United 

Church congregations. In rural and small-town 
Canada, people came to us because we repre-
sented a liberal place and a communitarian 
philosophy. They also came because they were 
needy and the United Church could be counted 
on to help.

In urban Canada, this is no longer the case. 
Belonging and relationships trump everything 
else. That’s why this workbook focuses on 
helping guests find their way into a loving com-
munity of faith—one that welcomes them and 
moves over to make room for them.

     At one time, 
people came to 
faith by believ-
ing, behaving & 
then belonging. 
Today people 
come to faith 
by belonging, 
behaving, and 
THEN believing. 
  – Phyllis Tickle   
 The Great Emergence

”

“
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Keeping in Touch

It’s easy for people to get lost in a medium to 
larger sized church— even long-time members. 
You’ve been away for six months and nothing 
looks the same when you come back. Perhaps 
no one even noticed you were away.

Churches in urban centres have begun paying 
attention to this problem. Some alert observ-
ers noticed that people tend to sit in the same 
sections of the sanctuary when they come. The 
people around them may already be friends or 
they may at least have a nodding acquaintance 
with them.

As a result, the churches now appoint “section 
elders” or “section pastors.” The elders sit in 
the same section each week. Their job is to look 
out for people who are missing—sick, perhaps? 
That means someone to phone or email and 
make sure he or she is okay. Ask if they need 
pastoral or practical support. Let them know 
they are missed. 

The section elders also look out for new guests. 
They make sure guests are introduced to others 
and that they are taken to coffee after church 
and introduced to more people.

The section elders are a crucial part of the 
church’s belonging system. The trend is part of 
the changing role of pastoral care. In more and 
more churches today, this role is filled by lay 
people, with training by ministers. You might 
call it pastoral care from the pews.

Potential Community Sections at 
Our Church:

ACTIVITY
Try sketching a diagram of your church’s 
sanctuary. Now identify smaller sections—or 
community sections that might work for you. 
Assign a section elder to each.
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GETTING FROM HERE TO THERE

Everything you’ve read up to this point is important, but getting there will be difficult unless you 
know where you’re starting from. In this section, you will put together your overview of what sys-
tems the church presently has, what you can build on, and whose skills and passions you will draw 
on to create a church where guests get on the pathway into the community of faith.

Learning from the People Presently Involved

The next step is to gather up information and lessons learned from the people who are involved in 
the pieces of a belonging system that you already have in place. Assign members of the group to 
interview the people listed below and to bring back the information they provide.

A)  Head of ushers and greeters

1.  What is the purpose of your work, as you understand it?

2.  How are people recruited to become ushers or greeters?

3.  What orientation is presently provided to ushers and greeters?

4.  Are any people in your team assigned to welcome guests specifically?

5.  Is there anything you’d like to see happen to make your area of ministry even more effective 
than it is now?
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B)  Hospitality Team

1.  What does your team do and how does it contribute to the ministry of the congregation?

2.  Do you have an information table for guests? If so, where is it?

3.  What kind of information is provided to guests?

4.  What is your team’s role in helping guests meet members of the congregation?

5.  What events are offered to introduce newcomers to the church?

6.  If you had all the resources and time in the world, what would you like to see happen to help 
your area of ministry be the very best it can be?

C)  Office staff

1.  How are the information cards in the pews presently used?

2.  Who keeps track of newcomers for the church?

3.  What kind of information does your database give you about guests or newcomers?
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4.  What do you do with the information people give you when they first come to the church?

5.  What would you like to see happen to make the administrative side of welcoming newcomers as 
good as it can be?

D)  Other  

There may be others who are involved in welcoming people and helping them get connected. If you 
think of such a group, craft your own questions.

  THE CHURCH 
IS A FAMILY, 
EXPECTING 
COMPANY.   
 – ANDY STANLEY

Our Thoughts

Keep track of the ideas and lessons people 
report back from their interviews.“

”
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The Pieces We Have in Place Now

Every church has pieces of a Belonging System in place. Most churches have people on their team 
with a passion for guests and for building a community out of individuals. The pieces and the 
people are great gifts, but they can only achieve their full impact if the church creates a system that 
directs their energies to a common goal: the integration of the guests God sends into the community 
of faith in your church. The list in the table below covers the components you need to do this. You 
will use it to create an overview.

If yes, who leads this? If no, who might help us get 
this in place?

1. Greeters at every entrance

2. A “guest’s” map of the 
church

3. A small gift bag

4. Up-to-date welcome 
brochure

5. Welcome letter from 
minister

6. Welcome DVD

7. A dated Connection Card

8. Ushers to seat guests

9. Welcome email

10. A database for guests

11. A “Get-Involved” Letter 
for second-time guests

12. A Meet-the-People lunch 
for guests

13. Section elders or pastors
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What One Church Did

One congregation knew it had to help its 
members welcome the new neighbours in a 
growing neighbourhood. What did they do?

1. Laid out a VISION: In 10 years our 
church will be made up of 1,000 people 
coming IN to draw closer to God and 
going OUT into the community to 
share God’s love with their neighbours.

2. Asked the ministers to preach on 
Christian community and to pray for 
the community each Sunday.

MAKING THE CASE FOR A 
BELONGING SYSTEM IN OUR 
CONGREGATION

In many churches, the obstacles to people 
coming into your church are an unintended con-
sequence of the members’ love for each other. 
We all find it hard to let our team or our group 
grow beyond the size that makes us comfort-
able. For example, congregations that have to 
add to their buildings find that some people 
leave because they miss the little church and 
the intimacy of the smaller group of people that 
they once were.

In your church’s case, the congregation needs to 
have steady growth to turn around its present 
trend. Most people in the congregation probably 
won’t know that. Part of your job will be to help 
them understand the urgency of the mission 
and the benefits of achieving it. You’ll need both 
a faith case and a theological case.

One congregation in a similar situation spent 
several years raising the vision of a church 
where one thousand people came in to draw 
closer to God and then went out into the com-
munity to show God’s love to neighbours. Their 
story is below.

3. Convened leaders of every part of the 
“belonging system” and challenged 
them to build their own belonging 
system. Most agreed and the challenge 
was met.

Getting it Together for our Church

A)  The Leaders

Think about inspiring the leaders of groups 
that would be part of your belonging system.

1.  What faith themes that are already part of 
the congregation’s story would you draw on to 
inspire them?

2.  What new ideas do you think you’d need to 
introduce?

3.  What objections might you need to deal 
with?

B)  Members of the Congregation

Now think about getting validation and support 
from the rest of the people in the congregation.

1.  What faith themes that are already part of 
the congregation’s story would you draw on to 
inspire them?
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2.  What new ideas do you think you’d need to 
introduce?

3.  What objections might you need to deal 
with?

THE STEPS WE NEED TO TAKE

THE 4 FATAL ERRORS CHURCHES MAKE 
WITH THEIR ASSIMILATION SYSTEMS:

1. Poor or no follow-up with first-time 
guests

2. Narrow philosophy of “hospitality”

3. An unclear assimilation system

4. A minister leaving the “system” to 
someone else.

Remember



Module 3

A Church of 
Connections

No one makes connections 
with a big group in a worship service. 

A sticky church is one with lots of small groups & teams 
where people can form relationships 

with each other and with God.
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MADE FOR COMMUNITY

The Christian church is founded on a belief that 
we were created for community and wired by 
God to be with other people. We come into the 
Christian community to be loved by God and 
by others. And in turn, to love God and to love 
others. That’s Christian Community 101.

It’s challenging for churches to cultivate com-
munity when people are short of time and when 
they often live far from family, work and the 
people they’d naturally choose as friends.

Churches that help people become part of small 
groups and teams have a good chance of seeing 
guests become members.

Learning from the Experience of Two 
Churches 

Below are stories of two families who went look-
ing for Christian community through their local 
congregations. Read their stories and discuss 
your observations.

What do you think accounts for the differences 
in the two families’ experience of belonging and 
Christian community?

What was your worst experience of community 
in a church? What was your best experience? 
What made the difference?

Obstacles to Community

Lots of things can get in the way of people 
making their way into the community of the 
church:

 » Most people are roughly the same age.

 » The congregation is large.

 » Most people have attended for five or 
more years.

The Johnsons

The Johnsons have a really busy life. Between 
hectic weekday schedules and heavy work 
responsibilities, their life seems disjointed, 
without a centre. They were hoping that 
finding a community within their local church 
would help them centre and find some peace of 
mind and invite them into meaningful discus-
sions. 

They certainly found this on Sunday morn-
ings in worship and through the sermons 
and were hoping to expand their experience 
through participating in a small group that 
met monthly. Sadly, after trying to fit it into 
their schedules for a few months it just became 
one more obligation and stress to manage. 

The Smiths

The Smiths describe their family life as crazy. 
With three small children, they barely hold 
their schedules together and are perpetually 
tired. They were attracted to a congregation 
because there seemed to be a community of 
young families there. 

Each Sunday they sit with this group and 
their children all participate in the Sunday 
School program. During coffee hour they talk 
about the importance of finding ways to nur-
ture their children’s faith—equipping them 
to face the moral challenges they will face in 
school and on the playground and helping 
them build a positive self-image. 

A number of parents, including the Smith’s 
decide to learn more about how to form their 
children’s faith. They decide to do some read-
ing then get together over coffee or a glass of 
wine every month to discuss what they are 
learning. Other things are discussed too. 
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 » Most people drive from somewhere else 
to attend Sunday services.

 » Little or no staff time is assigned to 
building community and helping people 
find their way in.

1.  Which, if any, of these things are true of 
your church?

2.  Which of these obstacles have you experi-
enced in a church or another organization?

3.  What other obstacles have you observed?

Attitudes that Create Obstacles to 
Belonging: My Way or the Highway

Some congregations have a strong core of 
people who want everything to fit their tastes 
and preferences. They create obstacles if the 
church leadership tries to accommodate people 
with other interests, styles or tastes.

“This group is full.”

Sometimes new people join a group that has 
already formed for the existing members. 
They enjoy being together, but they don’t enjoy 
having someone new break their sense of com-
munity. If a person ventures in, he or she will 
soon drift away.

“We don’t really need a leader.”

No one is responsible for letting people know 
when and where the group meets. The down-
side of this kind of group is it becomes a well-
kept secret—an underground group from a 
newcomer’s point of view.

“This group is invitation-only.”

Friendships are important, but if a church has 
no one whose responsibility is to develop new 
groups, the church becomes known as a church 
of “clubs”.

Discussion:

Which of these obstacles have you experienced 
in a church?

Any others you can think of ?

A Belonging Story from Saddleback

People at Saddleback Church shared a con-
cern about obesity in America. So, they started 
a number of life groups for people who wanted 
to start eating right and encourage each other 
in getting healthy.

The groups were celebrated in a Sunday 
service recently, when people spoke about the 
change the groups and prayer had made in 
their lives. They also invited their overweight 
minister to join a group. He did!

Instead of feeling ashamed and isolated, 
people made new friends who shared a tough 
life journey.



39

ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL

At one time people scarcely looked for more 
from the church than Bible study, a women’s 
group, choir and possibly a youth group. Not 
so today. People are accustomed to choice and 
respect for differences.

The growth of the small-group movement over 
the past 25 years is a key way that churches 
have tried to respond to the changing needs of 
people.

On top of that, important research into how 
people learn has helped churches respect 
people’s learning preferences. The following 
list includes the various ways people process 
information:

 » analytically or cognitively 

 » kinesthetically 

 » visually 

 » experientially 

 » auditorially 

 » relationally

 » and so on.

Saddleback, a famous church in California, 
has taken the consideration of people’s diverse 
interests and needs to a unique level. Through 
their website they offer people a chance to join 
small groups according to a variety of personal 
qualities including:

 » gender, 

 » neighbourhood, 

 » age,

 » preferred meeting place (home, work, 
online), 

 » day of the week for meeting, and

 » language.

The church’s website demonstrates how seri-
ously its leaders take peoples’ makeup as they 
journey into God and into the community of 
faith. Take a look at their website and draw 
what lessons you can for your church: http://
saddleback.com/connect/smallgroups/explore

Read the following story and then discuss the 
questions below.

Discussion:

1.  Letting a homeless man have a few muffins 
seems easy compared to choir rehearsal. How 
do you imagine the conversation went among 
the choir members?

A Challenging Story

A Presbyterian church had a habit of serving 
coffee and muffins outdoors before church 
each Sunday in the summer. One day a home-
less man came by and joined in the breakfast. 
He followed people into the service, where he 
heard the choir.

The next Thursday evening he turned up for 
choir practice. As it happened, he had a mar-
velous voice and fit right in musically. But his 
homeless status meant he was very unpleasant 
to stand close to.

The choir did two big things: they bought him 
some church clothes to change into at church, 
and they persuaded the board to install a 
shower in one of the washrooms.

The man became a regular member of the 
choir, where he blossomed. He got into an AA 
group and got his life together. Eventually, 
the man took a membership class and decided 
God was calling him to be the church’s vol-
unteer minister to the homeless. The congre-
gation agreed and appointed him to a new 
position as minister to the unhoused of their 
community.

http://saddleback.com/connect/smallgroups/explore 
http://saddleback.com/connect/smallgroups/explore 
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2.  What obstacles do you imagine they ran into 
and how do you think you’d have handled them 
in the congregation if you’d been in their place?

3.  What leadership roles do you think were 
required to make this inspiring story turn out 
as it did?

Meeting People Where They Are

It’s important for a congregation to take the 
people who come more seriously than the 
people of the congregation take themselves, 
especially in two areas:

1.  Their place on a journey into God

The people who come to churches today usu-
ally come on-the-way-to-faith. We are now one 
or two generations away from the time when 
people got a grounding in the faith and were 
confirmed. That means the people who come 
into our churches are looking for a place to 
belong, not for a place where everyone agrees 
with them.

Therefore, the quality of people’s experience 
with the church’s small groups is more import-
ant today than it ever was in the past. Because 
newcomers are often on their way to God, every 
part of the church—especially the groups they 
join—is a crucial piece in a person’s faith jour-
ney.

2.  The ways God has wired people

The path adults take in a faith journey depends 
on how they’re wired. People come to know 
God and the community in different ways. All 
churches need to take care that their belonging 
system includes places for people to find their 
way in.
.
The chart on the next page summarizes some 
of the ways churches connect with the different 
kinds of people who come to them.

A Quote That Bears Repeating: 

  

  At one time, 
people came to 
faith by believ-
ing, behaving & 
then belonging. 
Today people 
come to faith 
by belonging, 
behaving, and 
THEN believing. 
  – Phyllis Tickle   
 The Great Emergence

“

”
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Typical Ways Churches Meet Different Kinds Of People 
Halfway

Learning style and/or 
intelligences

Preferred way of processing 
the world outside themselves

What the church offers

Verbal/linguistic learner studying, thinking in words, 
analysis, reading

Bible study, book groups, 
lunch-and-learn, lectures

Tactile/kinesthetic, 
experiential learner

hands-on projects, experiences service team and reflection 
labyrinth, liturgical dance, 
sports

Visual/spatial learners think in pictures, design, 
visuals

video-based Bible study, visual 
arts film discussion group

Interpersonal learners dialogue, conversation discussion groups, dialogue 
with people with different 
perspectives

Auditory/rhythmic learners sound, listening, producing choir/band, meditation to 
music
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TALKING IT OVER

The groups we have at our church

The groups in your church are basically on-ramps to belonging in your church. People look for dif-
ferent on-ramps. So, it’s important to see what kind of people you’re helping to make their way in.

Ask a group member to get a list of all the groups offered by your church. You might try talking 
with either a small group coordinator or an office staff person. Create a catalogue in the space 
below of what is currently on offer for different kinds of people. For whom might you need to add 
some different kinds of groups?

Verbal/linguistic learners

Tactile/kinesthetic experiential learners

Visual/spatial learners

Interpersonal learners

Auditory learners
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Chart Title

1 2 3 4 5

CREATING MULTIPLE 
ON-RAMPS INTO THE CHURCH

When people say, “I can’t make my way into 
that church,” what does it mean? It could mean: 
“People here are cold and unfriendly.” You hope 
not. It’s more likely to mean that the church 
hasn’t created enough ways for people to make 
friends with one another in the congregation.

Typical Groups in Congregations

The kinds of groups people need are those that 
help them build relationships AND fit the way 

God has wired them as individuals. For exam-
ple, some people form strong bonds with others 
and with God by doing good in the community. 
Others like to think things through with other 
people, etc.

Troy United Methodist Church (Illinois) uses 
the metaphor of the “on-ramp” to help people 
know there are lots of ways to become part of 
the community of faith. 

The graphic below captures some of the differ-
ent types of groups, or “on-ramps,” that congre-
gations provide for different kinds of people. 

Types of Groups in Congregations

Ministry Groups

Life Groups

Service Groups

Growth Groups Fellowship Groups

Women’s & Men’s Clubs, 
Youth Group, Couples’ 
Club, Bridge, Tai Chi, 
Sports teams 

Bible study, Baptism & 
Book club, Membership 
class, Spiritual gifts course

Elders Committees, 
Choir, Band, Hospitality, 
Ushers, Greeters, etc.

Debt recovery, Bereavement, 
Self-help (cancer, mental health, 
addiction, divorce recovery, etc.)

Food Bank Committee, 
Fix-It Team, Habitat 
for Humanity, Prison 
visitation, Breakfast 
club, ESL team



44

While this is an example that is manageable 
for a very large church, even smaller congrega-
tions often have one or two groups that attract 
people from the church and from the commu-
nity.  Whether the group that does community 
outreach, a women’s group, or a community 
garden, these can be on-ramps when church 
members are willing to  share how valuable 
their experience of church has been to them 
with others who are open and curious. 

The Kinds of Groups We Have in Our 
Church

Categorize the groups in your church accord-
ing to the categories on the chart below. Each 
group can go in only one category, so categorize 
it according to its dominant purpose (e.g., the 
group that serves coffee is clearly a ministry 
group, even though the people doing it experi-
ence lots of fellowship—categorize it as “minis-
try”).

Ask yourself which ones are genuinely open; 
that is, the group welcomes new members, 
helps newcomers fit in, has a track record of 
integrating people into the group, meets at 
times that work for different kinds of people, 
etc.

Strengths and Weaknesses

In which areas are we strongest? 

In which areas are we a bit weak?

DIFFERENT GROUPS FOR 
DIFFERENT KINDS OF PEOPLE

Churches that are larger than 30 to 40 people 
usually have some classic small groups, though 
we don’t call them that—the women’s group, for 
example, an office volunteer group, or a Bible 
study. Much of the research on small groups 
focuses on using them to help people grow in 
faith—a worthwhile purpose, of course. But 
with respect to a church’s belonging system, 
small groups are oriented to help people find 
places to belong.

A few principles drive small groups ministry 
that foster belonging, relationships, and com-
munity:

1. The groups a church forms start with 
the faith and life needs of the people, not 
the needs of the church.

2. “Community” is a way of life grounded 
in biblical faith. In our individualistic 
culture the biblical principle needs to be 
taught.

3. It takes time to get the mix right. 
Persistence is worth it.

4. Groups are less about programming 
and more about building communities 
of belonging within the larger faith 
community.

Take a look at the following stories and see 
what other principles you would distill.

Karina

Karina immigrated to Canada within the last 
20 years, but after about 3 years her husband 
left her. She was immediately very poor but 
worse—she was terribly lonely. Someone 
invited her to church.
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What other principles would you distill?

Multiplying the On-Ramps

Some congregations provide a limited spec-
trum of on-ramps: a coffee hour, a Lenten 
Bible study, a women’s or men’s group, a youth 
group, and maybe a committee.

Often the church’s motivation for running 
these groups is to keep its programs going. 
Fair enough. However, people who come into 
the congregation look for groups and teams for 
quite a different purpose. They’re looking for 
relationships and a place to belong.

A wise church puts a small group program 
into place as part of its belonging system—not 
because it needs volunteers, but because the 
church wants to do its very best for the people 
God has sent their way.

How to Make Groups or Teams Work

A few rules of thumb are helpful in developing 
a church with places for busy people to belong:

1. Short-term groups & project teams work 
best for most people. Six weeks is about 
right. (Some exceptions exist, such as 
sports teams and fitness groups.)

2. Start and end dates for groups mean 
that every person who turns up the first 
time can belong—even the newbies.

3. Women tend to react better to the term 
“small group” than men, who tend to 
react better to “team”.

4. Having a calendar of groups for the 
whole program year lets people plan 
ahead. That means someone needs to 
create a plan!

5. Food always works wonders in groups.

The following is one man’s story of the impact 
belonging made in his life. Read the story and 

Sarah and Mark

Sarah and Mark came to church because they 
hoped it would help them avoid divorce. He’d 
been drinking and she’d been pulling away 
from him. They decided to join an addictions 
support group. Mark found a real connection 
with people who didn’t judge him. His grow-
ing faith made the path of sobriety a bit easier.

Eventually, Sarah and Mark moved on from 
the addictions group to a service group. Their 
carpentry and painting skills made them ideal 
members of a team that did free handy-person 
work for single parents in a low-income neigh-
bourhood.

George

George had been a member of the United 
Church all his life, but he’d never been 
challenged to read the Bible much. He joined 
a six-week overview course on the Bible and 
decided he needed to get into it.

George began reading the Bible from begin-
ning to end. He set up a study group via 
email—people would toss out their questions 
and thoughts to the group as they read.

George loved the experience so much that he 
is now reading the Koran and the writings of 
some famous rabbis—So is his e-group.

Karina joined the choir and discovered there 
were other single women in the church. Her 
job in a nursing home inspired her to organize 
the women to reach out to residents who had 
no family. The women and the residents loved 
it. And Karina is surrounded by friends.



46

discuss with your team any similar experiences 
you’ve had. What made them work?

Finding out What Kind of Groups 
People Are Looking for

No church can start new groups to accommo-
date every kind of person who comes into the 
church. However, there are several ways to 
make a smart start.

1.  Keep track of the groups people show an 
interest in on the connection cards.

Lots of people won’t have an idea of what kind 
of groups are available, while some will.

2.  Introduce group possibilities at your “Meet- 
the-People” events.

Hand out a simple list of the kinds of groups 
available—just a list of names, categorized 
according to the types you identified on page 44.

3.  Hold a gifts and passions workshop for long-
time members and for new people.

Many people aren’t entirely clear about the 
ministries God has equipped them with. A 
gifts and passions survey is a great way to help 
people grow and fit in to activities where they’ll 
build relationships with like-minded people. 
You’ll find one in Appendix 1 of this resource.

4.  Rely on the Section Elders to get to know 
newcomers, as well as others who might be 
alone. 

Section Elders are basically responsible for 
building relationships with newcomers, missing 
worshippers, and people who are looking for a 
place to belong. They are the pastoral caregiv-
ers for the 21st century. Use their information 
to give you clues.

The list below might also give you some clues. 
It’s a list of the kinds of groups and teams, 
drawn from churches like ours, across North 
America. Something on the list may spark your 
interest.

Brett

Brett is a mechanic with no church back-
ground. He visited a church because his wife 
had always gone as a child and wanted to go 
once they got married. He thought it was o.k. 
but life for their young family was busy. He 
waited another 20 years before he went back.

One day a customer at his car repair shop 
invited him to play on the church’s baseball 
team. He enjoyed it so much that he started 
going to worship now and then.

At the end of baseball season, one of the men 
invited him to join a men’s group that met 
every week for breakfast and prayer. Brett 
began joining the group at a local restaurant 
every Thursday morning. To his surprise, he 
loved the experience. He now says he found 
both relationships and a connection with God 
over pancakes. Brett has decided that the 
next step in his faith journey is to serve at the 
homeless shelter run by one of the other mem-
bers of the men’s group.
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Growth Fellowship Ministry Service Life

Christian Faith 
101, 201, 301, etc.

God at the 
Movies

Guest Services Shop-til-You-Drop (for food 
and clothing ministry)

Celebrate recovery

Book study groups Faith & Fitness Fix-It Group Away Group (connectors 
with university students)

MOPs 
(moms of preschoolers)

Spiritual practices 
for the real world

Running Team Tech Team Hospital Visitors POPs 
(dads of preschoolers)

Neighbourhood 
Groups

Baseball team + 
other sports

Visual Artists’ 
Team

Homework Club Single parents Groups

Practising the Gifts 
God gave You

Tai Chi Events Support 
Team

ESL Club Good-to-Great Marriage

Neighbourhood 
Groups for fam-
ilies

Christian Singles First Aid/CPR Team The Jobs Connection Eagle’s Nest (parents of 
kids with major disabilities)

I-GEN (intergen-
erational wom-
en’s groups)

Blacktop Brigade 
(parking lot & 
valet services)

Snow Zone (shovelling for 
seniors & disabled)

Good $ense 
(debt recovery)

Hikers’ Haven (for 
older people who 
climb or hike)

Drama Team Handyperson’s Team (small 
repairs in houses)

Divorce Care

International 
Groups  (for 
immigrants by 
ethnicity)

Chicks-with-Sticks (knitting 
for people in need)

Divorce Care Kids

Men’s Breakfast 
(by neighbour-
hood)

Free Family Movie Nights Half-Time (for mature peo-
ple looking for a ministry 
in the 2nd half of life)

Dinner & a Movie (match-
ing people from wom-
en’s shelter with church 
families)

Side-by-Side Ministry (for 
parents with very ill & 
demanding children; team 
with hospitals)

Prisoner Connections

Groups to Spark the Imagination
A list of some of the groups that churches are offering these days. 
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What it Takes to Create a Sticky Church 

To create a sticky church, you need two things: 
Leadership—people—and a system.

Leadership

1. Minister with belonging system respon-
sibility—including small group life—as 
part of his/her job description

2. Section elders + one person to 
coordinate that group

3. The Guardian of the Cards + office staff 
or volunteer

4. Small Groups Champion or Coordinator

5. People willing to lead groups or teams

A System

A system is not as daunting as it sounds. Once 
you’ve decided WHAT you’re going to do to 
make your system more effective, it may be just 
a matter of orienting and supporting people 
who are already doing related jobs in the exist-
ing system. They will need the following:

1. Orientation to the belonging system, 
its purpose, and contribution to your 
church

2. The resources they’ll need to do their 
jobs; (e.g., map, gift bag, list of small 
groups, etc.)

3. A chance to ask questions to clarify how 
things will work and how their jobs fit 
in to the overall system

4. A leader

5. A gathering once or twice a year to offer 
insights and inspiration, as well as to 
make any needed adjustments. 

The temptation in some churches is to leave all 
of the leadership to the minister. That would 
undermine the system. The minister’s role is to 
provide support to the core team for the belong-
ing system, which includes the following four 
roles: guardian of the cards, head of ushers/
greeters, lead for the section elders, and the 
small groups champion.

THE STEPS WE NEED TO TAKE

Consider where your church is now and where 
you’d like to see the church a year from now, 
and then create an outline of the steps you need 
to put it in place to achieve those changes.

Remember



Module 4

Every church has many back doors
—the paths by which people walk out of the community. 

Most of us regular church-goers 
don’t even know where they are.

Closing the Church’s 
Back Door
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THE CHURCH’S BACK DOORS

Every church has a front door, plus other 
entrances. The trick is to know where the “back  
doors” are. The back doors are not labelled, but 
people find them when they decide to leave a 
congregation. Most people don’t let a church 
know that they’re looking for an exit. They just 
find the one closest to them and disappear.

The reasons are as varied as are our lives. 
Some are reasonable and familiar, such as 
moving or entering a nursing home. Other 
reasons are the kind to which churches need to 
pay attention:

 » A spouse or a child dies and the grief 
makes it hard to step back into “normal” 
life.

 » The kids don’t like the Sunday School or 
the youth group.

 » A marriage falls apart.

 » A new baby arrives and the disruption 
to the family means they get out of the 
habit.

 » A job loss destabilizes everything at 
home.

 » Newcomers try, but they just don’t find 
a place to connect with other people at 
the church, and so on.

Why should a church worry about people who 
find a back door? It’s simple. Every person God 
has sent your way is a person to whom your 

church is a companion on the most important 
journey any of us ever takes in life—a journey 
into the heart of God. In addition, the people 
who look for the exits in your church may 
have something to tell you that will make your 
church’s ministry stronger and more effective.

THE DISAPPEARING 
WORSHIPPER

For some time, people have been changing their 
worship habits.

We once called a person who attends every 
Sunday a regular worshipper. Today regular 
attenders are more likely to be people who 
attend worship once or twice a month.

Social changes have made the difference. 
Families live far apart, meaning some have to 
travel to keep family life going on weekends. 
Young children now have lives that are as 
complex as those of their parents; getting out 
to church every Sunday morning is a challenge. 
The members of your church may well be in a 
worship service every Sunday morning, but it’s 
not necessarily at your church.

All of us have many claims on our time. From 
time to time we drop out of sight. When the 
church makes no contact with us, it’s easy 
to feel that we’re not missed and it’s okay to 
become a church drop-out or—in the most 
recent jargon—“a done,” as in “done with 
church and done with faith.”

Churches that lack a belonging system are 
often unaware of who’s slipping out the back 
doors of their church, or they assume the minis-
ter is taking care of that. Bad idea.

Closing the church’s back doors is a key part of 
building a church where people find a place to 
belong and to grow in God’s way.

NOTE:
In the last decade, the majority of UCC 
congregations across the GTA have seen 
their average worship attendance decline by 
approximately 50%.

Did anyone notice?
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Why This Matters for Your Church

An important part of your church’s belonging 
system is reconnecting with the people who are 
on the membership rolls but haven’t been in 
worship for some time. In most churches, this is 
a very large group of people who are connected 
in some way with the church. There are also 
others who are attached to you in some way:

 » people who have been married, 
baptized, or had a funeral at the church;

 » the adult children of current members;

 » people who attend programs in the 
church;

 » people who signed visitor cards or a 
guest book, etc.

Those are people the church will want to 
connect with at a later time, but meanwhile, 
there are the members who aren’t around as 
frequently as they once were. These people are 
your first priority.

Find out from the church office how many 
people are on the membership rolls. Also find 
out the average number in worship on Sunday 
morning. Then calculate the percentage of your 
members who are not in worship on an aver-
age Sunday. People may be unwell, busy, or 
visiting family; however, it’s important to know 
whether or not they’re heading for the back 
door and are drifting away from church. The 
challenge for the church is to try to reconnect 
with the people who have moved to the edges of 
the church’s family.

RECONNECTING WITH 
MISSING MEMBERS

Reconnecting with missing members takes the 
following steps:

1. Recruiting a team of connectors

2. Compiling the list of people to be called

3. Training the connectors

4. Making the connections

5. Distilling the lessons

1.  Recruiting a team of connectors

The job of a connector is a pastoral care job, 
not that the connectors will have to do grief or 
marriage counselling. It isn’t therapy for the 
individual; it is reconnecting the community of 
faith where it has gotten ragged at the edges.

The job of the connectors will be to call or 
meet with people who have been missing from 
church. Connectors talk with the people on 
their list, but mostly they listen.

LESLIE FRANCIS’ MAJOR STUDY OF 
“CHURCH LEAVERS” FOUND THAT:

 » 92% of leavers heard nothing from 
their church when they stopped 
coming.

 » 50% of those people would have 
returned if someone had contacted 
them.

Big mistake! Huge!
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Connectors will be calling some people who 
have a lot on their minds. It’s critical that the 
connectors can listen to everything people have 
to say without leaping to the defense of the 
church they love.

2.  Compiling the list of people to be 
called

Start with the full membership list. The admin-
istrative staff and the minister should be able 
to pull it together. Some churches call everyone 
on the list to avoid making the people called 
feel targeted. However, a large church might 
call everyone except people who 

 » have moved a long way away; 

 » have moved into nursing homes; 

 » have been attending worship at least 
once a month between September & 
May; 

 » are part of your team on a regular basis: 
choir members, greeters and ushers, 
Sunday School teachers, etc.

The remaining list would be the starting point 
for your connectors.

3.  Training the Connectors

It’s important to gather all the connectors 
together for a training session. The people car-
rying out this project are a team who will draw 
from each other’s experience as the program 
progresses.

The training session should contain these com-
ponents:

1. Getting to know each other (if 
necessary)

2. The purpose of the project

3. What people are being asked to do, why, 

and how it fits into the church’s mission 
or purpose

4. Role-playing of the phone calls

5. Drawing up each person’s call list

6. Praying for each other, for the people 
being called, and for the church

7. Setting their schedule for doing the 
work and getting back together to 
debrief and plan follow-up

Materials for all these components can be found 
on the next few pages, including instructions 
for the role-play, and a form for the connectors 
to use to record phone call information.

A Sample Script for a Call

We’re all a bit leery about scripted phone calls, 
given the number of calls we get at supper time 
for duct-cleaning or window installation. How-
ever, a sample script will help connectors think 
about how they’d like to see the conversation 
go.

Sample Script

Connector: Hello. This is ____from____
United Church. May I speak with Mr. X, 
please.

Person comes to phone

Connector: Hi, Mr. X. My name is____. I’m 
calling from the Connection Team at____
United Church. I just wanted to let you know 
how much we’ve valued your participation in 
the congregation. We’ve lost touch with some 
of our members lately and we want to make 
sure you’re okay.

Mr. X: Well, I had a really stressful time at 
work this past year. I had to travel nearly 
every weekend. It was so brutal...I guess I 
just got out of the habit of going.
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Obviously, every conversation is different 
because the person on the other end of the 
phone is different. So, each connector needs his 
or her own scripts. But each conversation does 
share common characteristics such as

 » communicating that the church values 
the person being called;

 » listening to whatever the person on the 
phone brings to the conversation, with-
out imposing judgement;

 » not trying to defend the church if some-
thing is a bit negative; and

 » offering a couple of ways for the person 
being called to step back into the circle 
of the church.

Clearly, the connector needs to be informed 
about what the church has going on.

What else would you add to the list of qualities 
for a good connection call?

Below is a list of some of the kinds of people to 
whom a connector might have to make a call. 
Try role-playing them with connectors.

THE ROLE-PLAY

It’s a good idea to have the connectors role-play 
as many different kinds of situations as they 
can. Work in twos; one person should be the 
caller and the other, one of the people on this 
list being called.

The people being called should do their best to 
be in character, rather than to give the caller 
an easy time. Not everyone on the church’s list 
will be as difficult as the people listed below. 
But a connector is apt to get a few who are chal-
lenging; hence, the wisdom of practising before 
calling and possibly being confronted with a 
challenging situation.

1. A person who is overly busy

2. A person who has a cranky child crying 
in the background

3. A person who hasn’t been to the church 
in a very long time and feels a little 
guilty

Connector: I’m so sorry to hear you’ve had 
such a tough year. Is there anything the 
church can help you with?

Mr. X: Well, I don’t know...Maybe if there 
were a service now and then that wasn’t as 
stressful as the regular services...and maybe 
at a different time.

Connector: Well, it’s good to hear you’re 
still interested in staying connected with the 
church. What do you find stressful about our 
regular services?

Mr. X: Well, I didn’t mean stressful exactly. 
I just have so many people asking for things 
from me. Day in and day out. So I’m looking 
for quiet time with God—time to think and 
meditate—not this jumping up and down 
with greeting people or looking for hymns in 
the hymnbook or asking me to volunteer for 
something...you know what I mean. Some-
thing meditative.

Connector: I see what you mean. I’ll pass 
that idea along to our worship team. I know 
they’re thinking about adding another kind 
of service. Thank you for being so honest with 
us. In the meantime, we’ve got a quiet service 
coming up that you might like. It’s coming up 
on a Tuesday evening. Could I send you an 
email about it?

Mr. X: Sure. But I’m not promising anything.

Connector: I completely understand. We 
just want you to know that the church values 
you as a part of our faith family. You want to 
give me your email?
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4. A person for whom Sunday morning 
services no longer work

5. A person who left the church because 
his or her favourite hymn didn’t come 
around often enough in the services

6. A person who is taking care of kids all 
day or of a parent who is ill

7. A person who is struggling with 
whether or not God has caused a terri-
ble tragedy that’s in the news right now

8. A person who lost a spouse within the 
past few months

9. A person who thinks he or she has to 
be sure about faith before being able to 
come to church

10. A person who thinks the congregation is 
full of snobs who wouldn’t let him or her 
be a friend.

Each team of two should present their role 
plays; another team of two should offer feed-
back. Continue until everyone has had a chance 
to both role-play and offer feedback.

Talking it Over

Try jotting down key points about what you’d 
do with your script for the calls you would find 
most difficult.

A few lessons from other churches that 
have done a re-connecting program3

1. Make the first call to someone you think 
will be ok with you calling. It’s tough to 
have the first call be a really challenging 
one.

3 from Grace, Jubilee and New Hope United churches.

2. It helps if the church office/minister/
staff give the connectors an FAQ list, 
plus short, accurate and up-to-date 
answers.

3. I wish I’d known that connecting could 
take several calls. Lots of people are 
hard to track down, but persevering 
matters.

4. I needed to be prepared to answer the 
question: “Why are you calling me now 
and not earlier?”

5. This is just the beginning–I want to be 
a connector over and over. This is a won-
derful experience—takes me out of my 
little problems and into a caring space.

6. We have to make sure the church will 
actually follow up—I wasn’t sure how 
to make sure that the info I got would 
actually be taken seriously by the admin 
staff or whatever. Maybe we need a fol-
low-up letter for each person we talk to.

7. Our church desperately needs more 
small groups for people to step into. 
Some people just can’t connect in the big 
worship service.

8. People’s coordinates change quickly. We 
need back-up from the church office to 
track people down.

4.  Making the Connections

The process is actually quite straightforward. 
But someone needs to keep track of the big 
picture. Here is a checklist of tasks:

 » Set up a schedule for the work

 » Contact office to make sure they 
understand the project & can back up 
connectors, if necessary

 » Create an FAQ sheet—information for 
connectors to have at hand when they 
call
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 » Recruit connectors

 » Compile a list of people to be called 

 » Hold orientation & training session

 » Select the connectors for each group of 
people to be called

 » Conduct first round of calls 

 » Hold debriefing meeting

 » Review connectors’ findings (see the 
reporting sheet on next page) 

 » Distill lessons learned

 » Follow up on administrative and 
pastoral issues that surface (e.g., 
correcting coordinates in church 
database, etc.)

 

Dividing up the names among the 
connectors 

Each connector needs at least one copy of the 
information sheet on the following page. Give 
each connector a chance to select people he or 
she knows at least somewhat. Then divide the 
remainder of the list among the connectors.

There’s a good chance that the first few calls 
will be positive experiences if the caller makes 
them to people he or she knows at least a little. 
A few early successes are a great way to keep 
spirits up.
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Connector____________________________
Name of person 
to be called

Phone # Issues raised Likely to 
reconnect?

Action needed

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

* Make as many copies as you need for the project
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5.  Distilling the Lessons

All connectors will have lessons to offer. Some 
will bring back feedback that goes beyond 
connecting to issues the church will need to 
consider. For example, families with busy 
schedules and young children may be looking 
for worship at a different time. Or there may be 
people looking for different kinds of worship on 
a less frequent basis (e.g., Taizé services).

The connectors are not the people to resolve 
these issues; however, their information is 
extremely important for people leading other 
parts of the church. A meeting with some of 
those leaders would be helpful. It’s also import-
ant to remember that not everything that’s 
said is actually about the church, as Margaret’s 
story below illustrates.

After connectors finish calling the people on 
their list, they need to get together to debrief. 
Most people need time to talk about what hap-
pened, what they thought about it, and what 
their feelings are about this job.

Then they can start distilling lessons for adapt-
ing the program for the future:

What did we set out to achieve?

What did we actually achieve?

What would we do differently next time?

Margaret’s Story

When a connector called Margaret, she had 
a long list of complaints about individuals at 
the church who she felt had slighted her. The 
connector was puzzled by the comments; she 
had never known the people named by Mar-
garet to be rude or unkind. All she could do 
was listen.

As Margaret went on, she began to compare 
people in the church to people she’d known as 

a child in her parents’ church—a very strict 
and unforgiving church. At the end of the 
conversation, the connector asked Margaret 
if there was anything the church could help 
her with. Margaret’s comment was, “I doubt 
it. I’m just so disappointed with you and with 
God.”

When the connectors debriefed, someone 
suggested that Margaret might be struggling 
with doubts over God’s love for her. They 
decided to ask one of the pastoral care team 
to build a relationship with her.

SHUTTING THE CHURCH’S 
BACKDOOR

Closing the church’s back door is the key to 
ensuring such a large job of reconnecting is not 
needed in the future. The most significant thing 
a congregation can do is to establish section 
elders, as described in Module 1 on welcoming 
guests. The connectors may well be the team 
the church should draw on for this kind of work 
in future.

What’s the job? The section elders are the 
Sunday-by-Sunday glue in the belonging 
system. Instead of relying on the minister to 
keep a look out while he or she is conducting 
the service, the section elders pay attention to: 
guests, people who may need help finding a 
place to belong, and people who are missing—
especially people whose attendance is becoming 
irregular.

If the belonging system works well and the 
section elders are well supported by the church 
system, the church should have much less trou-
ble growing the community of faith—the body 
of Christ—within its walls.
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Assigning staff responsibility

The belonging system depends a great deal 
on lay people with a passion for their church 
community. However, it will all fall apart 
unless the coordination and maintenance of 
the church’s belonging system is written into a 
minister’s job description. The role of the staff 
is not doing the work, but training and support-
ing key leaders and ensuring that the support 
system of the church knows how crucial this 
work is.

Another important role for the minister and 
other staff is committing to creating a culture 
of “welcome” in the church. One minister says 
one of her most difficult jobs was getting every-
one to embrace the vision of church for newbies 
and every member is a greeter. Every person 
on staff needs to work together to build that 
culture. 

A Few Readings That Might Help Your 
Church 

Very few books have been written about the 
ministry of reconnecting with people drifting 
from the congregation. However, a few online 
blogs may be helpful: 

“12 Reasons Why Churches Don’t Address 
Decline” by Thom Rainer. thomrainer.
com/2014/09/23/12-reasons- churches-don’t-ad-
dress-decline/

“Do You Let People Leave your Church Too 
Easily?” www.churchleaders.com 

You can also follow Outreach Magazine and 
Church Leaders.com—sites that cover every 
topic under the sun, but will, from time to time, 
be relevant to your task.

Remember



Module 5

Putting it All Together:
A Plan for 

Our Congregation
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BEYOND IDEAS

This project is about changing habits and behaviours. The ideas you’ve generated have value in and 
of themselves—so does the discussion your group has had. But your church won’t benefit unless you 
put them into action.

The last part of your job of establishing a belonging team is to create the plan for which you can get 
any necessary approvals, support, and volunteers.

In the following pages, you will find the elements of each of the belonging system components. 
You’ll need to decide which ones are most important for you to implement in a plan tailored to your 
church.

Each of the components of a belonging system is captured in the following pages. Complete the lists 
for each of the modules, drawing on your findings from your work.
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MODULE TWO: WELCOMING

Guesterizing

What we need to do? When? Who can help with this?

Exterior

Lobby/Entrances

Washrooms

Other Rooms

Greeters/Ushers
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Making the Guest Connection

What we need to do? When? Who can help with this?

The Welcome

Bulletin

Simple map of church

Small gift bag

Hand-off to ushers

The Gift Bag

Welcome letter

Small gift card or _____

Church brochure

Something for kids

DVD of minister

Tickets to church event

Connection Card

Design

System to administer

Create guest letter



63

Making the Guest Connection

What we need to do? When? Who can help with this?

Create “get-involved” 
letter

Schedule “stick” events 
for guests

Identify a Keeper of 
the cards & write job 
description

Section Elders

Define mission

Decide # required

Recruitment

Orientation

On-going support of 
section elders

Lessons culled from people already involved in system:
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MODULE THREE: ASSIMILATING

Creating Multiple On-Ramps

What we need to do? When? Who can help with this?

The gaps we know we 
need to fill

Find out what people/
guests are interested in

Raise profile of existing 
groups that are open

Recruit & orient poten-
tial leaders

Designate a point 
person for on-ramps & 
create job description

Create schedule for 
next year
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MODULE FOUR: RECONNECTING

Reconnecting with Missing Members

What we need to do? When? Who can help with this?

Compile the list of 
missing members

Decide which people 
need to be called

Recruit connectors

Orientation & training 
of connectors

Making the calls

Distilling lessons 
gleaned

Determine any actions 
needed
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Reconnecting with People in the Church’s Orbit

What we need to do? When? Who can help with this?

Baptisms

Weddings

Users of the programs/
buildings

 



67

RECRUITING YOUR KEY 
LEADERS

Most likely the key leaders will come from 
among the people who are leading existing 
elements of a belonging system that your 
church is currently using.

Key Leaders:

1. Minister with belonging system in job

2. Office staff or volunteer

3. Guardian of the Cards

4. Head greeter/usher

5. Coordinator of Section Elders

6. Small Groups Champion

REPORTING YOUR PLAN TO 
THE COUNCIL

You may or may not need approvals for what 
you’re going to do. Even if you don’t, it’s a good 
idea to present your belonging system to the 
Council, both to get feedback and to get buy-in.

The following topics should help you get the 
body of your report together.

1.  What a belonging system is:

2.  The big ideas in a belonging system:

3.  What the belonging system would mean in 
our church:

4.  The faith rationale for a belonging system:

5.  How it will work:

6.  Who will lead it?

7.  The timeline:



Notes Section

Gifts & Passions Audit
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NOTES & IDEAS FROM READINGS
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NOTES & IDEAS FROM READINGS
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APPENDIX: 

Spiritual Gifts Assessment

Spiritual gifts are capacities that are built into each of us for the blessing of the world. When Jesus 
left his followers at Pentecost, he said he left his Spirit behind in all people. Paul later described 
what he understood to be the “gifts of the Spirit.” Each of us is wired by God for ministry and 
mission. Some churches recruit people to fill spots on committees without thinking about how God 
has wired them. Offering a Spiritual Gifts Assessment is a way of helping people find the gifts God 
has wired into them—the ones that will help them grow deeper into God and make their work most 
satisfying.

If you are doing this assessment in a group, the process might look like this:

1. Explain what spiritual gifts are, where they come from, and why they matter.

2. Give participants a copy of the handouts:

i. Spiritual Gifts: A Few Definitions

ii. Spiritual Gifts Self-Assessment

iii. Spiritual Gifts Tally Sheet

Feel free to make copies of the following pages for participants.

3. Give people time to read through the definitions and to ask any questions they may have.

4. Ask people to fill in the “Spiritual Gifts Self-Assessment” form. Assure them that there are 
no correct  answers, only answers that are true for each of them.

5. When they’ve finished, use the Spiritual Gifts Tally Sheet to see where their gifts lie.

6. As a group, get people to talk about any surprises they got out of doing the exercise. You can 
also do a show of hands for each of the gifts.
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Spiritual Gifts: A Few Definitions

Administration Gift that allows a person to understand what makes an organization 
function and the special ability to plan and carry out procedures that 
accomplish the goals of the ministry.

Apostleship Gift that allows a person to start and oversee the development of new 
churches or ministry structures.

Communication Gift that allows a person to effectively spread the good news of God’s 
love and dreams for us.

Craftsmanship Gift that allows a person to creatively design and/or construct and 
maintain items to be used for ministry.

Creative Expression Gift that allows a person to communicate the Good News through a va-
riety of art forms that inspire and produce a spiritual response in others 
(e.g., visual arts, multimedia, music, dance, writing, etc.).

Discernment Gift that allows a person to motivate the community to seek and pursue 
God’s way and to apply that understanding to specific congregational 
situations.

Encouragment Gift that allows a person to strengthen, comfort or urge to action 
people who are discouraged or shaky in their faith.

Evangelism Gift that allows a person to communicate Good News to people who 
are far from faith.

Faith Gift that allows a person to see God at work, to trust God, and to follow 
God into nearly any circumstance.

Giving Gift that allows a person to recognize God’s generosity in our lives and 
to give time and resources with cheerfulness and liberality.

Hospitality Gift that allows a person to care for people by providing fellowship, 
food, and shelter; and to welcome guests, to make people feel at home.

Knowledge Gift that allows a person to learn, analyze and uncover new insights 
with regards to the Bible and faith.
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Spiritual Gifts: A Few Definitions

Leadership Gift that allows a person to cast vision, to motivate, and to direct people 
to harmoniously accomplish the purposes of God.

Mercy Gift that allows a person to feel deeply for those in physical, spiritual, or 
emotional need and then act to meet that need.

Pastoring Gift that allows a person to provide spiritual leadership and direction 
for individuals or groups (includes compassion, confidence, emotional 
intelligence, etc.).

Prayer Gift that allows a person to pray with the confidence that prayer is 
heard and answers will come.

Service Gift that allows a person to work gladly behind the scenes so that God’s 
work can be fulfilled.

Teaching Gift that allows a person to understand, clearly explain and apply the 
Word of God in ways that foster faith growth in others.

Wisdom Gift that allows a person to sort through opinions, facts, and 
information to help individuals or communities find the best solution.

 : 
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Spiritual Gifts Self-Assessment

1. When presented with a goal, I immediately think of steps that need 
to be taken in order to achieve the desired results.

0 1 2 3 4

2. My faith requires me to seek out God’s will and purpose in all 
circumstances that arise in my life.

0 1 2 3 4

3. I am able to convey the Gospel message to non-believers in ways that 
make it easy for them to understand.

0 1 2 3 4

4. I find great joy in recognizing and celebrating the value and worth of 
others.

0 1 2 3 4

5. I am certain of the Spirit’s presence in my life and in the lives of 
others.

0 1 2 3 4

6. I am blessed by God each day and gladly respond to these blessings 
by giving liberally of my time and money.

0 1 2 3 4

7. I enjoy meeting new people and becoming acquainted with them. 0 1 2 3 4

8. I know that God hears and responds to my daily prayers. 0 1 2 3 4

9. I feel compelled to learn as much as I can about the Bible and faith. 0 1 2 3 4

10. When I see a person in need, I am moved to assist them. 0 1 2 3 4

11. I enjoy using and developing my artistic skills to help people 
know God more deeply (e.g., art, drama, music, videography, 
photography).

0 1 2 3 4

12. I am motivated to provide spiritual leadership to those who are 
learning about their faith.

0 1 2 3 4

13. I like working behind the scenes to ensure projects are successful. 0 1 2 3 4

14. I am willing to take an active part in starting a new church. 0 1 2 3 4

15. I find joy in communicating Biblical teaching in such a way that it 
becomes real to others.

0 1 2 3 4
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Spiritual Gifts Self-Assessment

16. When a challenge is presented, I am usually able to identify an 
appropriate solution.

0 1 2 3 4

17. I am able to take a thought or idea and put it into a clear and 
inspiring written form.

0 1 2 3 4

18. I enjoy organizing thoughts, ideas, hopes and dreams into a specific
plan of action.

0 1 2 3 4

19. I am able to assist others as they decide if their personal decisions are 
helpful and in accord with God’s will for their lives.

0 1 2 3 4

20. I openly tell people that I am a Christian and want them to ask me 
about my faith.

0 1 2 3 4

21. When I know someone is facing a crisis, I feel compelled to provide 
support and care.

0 1 2 3 4

22. My trust in the Spirit’s presence, when I encounter times of personal 
crisis, is a source of strength for others.

0 1 2 3 4

23. I manage my time and money so that I am able to give much of it to 
the work of the church or other organizations.

0 1 2 3 4

24. I am often asked to open my home for small group gatherings or 
social occasions.

0 1 2 3 4

25. God gives me a peace and confidence that my prayers are being
answered, even when I cannot see the results.

0 1 2 3 4

26. I feel incomplete without Biblical study and thought. 0 1 2 3 4

27. When I am in a group, others will often look to me for direction. 0 1 2 3 4

28. I feel an urgency to provide housing for the homeless, food for the 
starving, and comfort for those in distress.

0 1 2 3 4

29. I am comfortable providing spiritual guidance to an individual 
believer or a group of believers.

0 1 2 3 4
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Spiritual Gifts Self-Assessment

30. People tell me that without my willingness to do the unnoticed jobs,
their work would be more difficult.

0 1 2 3 4

31. I am good at building, repairing, or restoring things and find 
satisfaction in doing so.

0 1 2 3 4

32. I want to express my faith by assisting others to discover the truths 
contained in the Bible.

0 1 2 3 4

33. I like finding new and fresh ways of communicating God’s truth. 0 1 2 3 4

34. People come to me for help in applying Christian faith and values to
personal situations.

0 1 2 3 4

35. I have been successful in organizing, directing, and motivating 
people to achieve a goal.

0 1 2 3 4

36. My artistic work has given spiritual strength to other people. 0 1 2 3 4

37. I often consider if a direction being discussed is in accord with God’s
will and purpose.

0 1 2 3 4

38. I do not find it difficult to share what Christ means to me with
people who are non believers.

0 1 2 3 4

39. I reassure those who need to take courageous action in their faith,
family, or life.

0 1 2 3 4

40. I can see great things happening in my congregation and am not
derailed by the pessimism of others.

0 1 2 3 4

41. When I receive money unexpectedly, one of my first thoughts is to
share this gift through the church.

0 1 2 3 4

42. When it comes to my attention, I persist in praying regularly for
someone or for a concern.

0 1 2 3 4

43. My study of the Bible has proven helpful to others who are exploring 
their faith.

0 1 2 3 4
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Spiritual Gifts Self-Assessment

44. People are surprised by how at ease I am while working with those
who are suffering in mind, body, or spirit.

0 1 2 3 4

45. People come to me for spiritual help and this develops into long-
term relationships.

0 1 2 3 4

46. When I turn out the lights, take tables down, work in the kitchen, or 
put chairs away, I feel that I have served God.

0 1 2 3 4

47. My knowledge of building, maintenance, or repair has been a special 
value to the church and others.

0 1 2 3 4

48. People tell me that I can take the most difficult idea or concept and
make it understandable.

0 1 2 3 4

49. When direction is needed at work or in the congregation, I 
am generally asked for my opinion.

0 1 2 3 4

50. I can make people feel at ease in an unfamiliar environment. 0 1 2 3 4

51. I enjoy bringing order where there is organizational chaos. 0 1 2 3 4

52. I enable others to perform to the best of their ability. 0 1 2 3 4

53. I am a resourceful person, able to find the best materials and tools to
build what is needed.

0 1 2 3 4

54. I use various forms of the arts to draw people to God and to Christian 
truth.

0 1 2 3 4

55. I relate to leaders who follow me into new ministry ventures. 0 1 2 3 4

56. I love a big challenge—the bigger, the better. 0 1 2 3 4

57. The way I say and do things awakens the truth in others, so they say, 
“I have never thought of it that way.”

0 1 2 3 4
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Spiritual Gifts Tally Sheet

Place the number (between 0 & 4) that you gave yourself for the questions in each box. Add those numbers 
together to get your score for each specific gift. When you’ve finished, rank your gifts from highest to 
lowest.

Gift Question 
#

Score Rank Gift Question 
#

Score Rank

Administration 1
18
51

Hospitality 7
24
50

Apostleship 14
55
56

Intercession 8
25

Communication 17
33
57

Knowledge 9
26
43

Craftsmanship 31
47
53

Leadership 27
35
52

Creativity 11
36
54

Mercy 10
28
44

Discernment 2
19
37

Pastoring 12
29
45

Encouragement 4
21
39

Service 13
30
46

Evangelism 3
20
38

Teaching 15
32
48

Faith 5
22
40

Wisdom 16
34
49

Giving 6
23
41
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