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INTRODUCTION

“They came in through the front door...stayed a short time...then went out the back door so quickly we hardly got to know their names!”  Have you ever head that comment?  Most important, have you ever said it?  

“Backdooritis” is a disease which is currently hard at work in each one of our churches!  How do I know?  You are reading these pages!  You are obviously thinking about this issue in your own church...in your own ministry.  Well, read on and think some more!    


One church growth/health specialist recently commented that the average church must annually replace as much as ten percent of its Sunday morning attendance just to maintain a stable attendance.  This is a staggering number for those of us who take God’s church seriously.  It means we are continually expending tremendous energy and valuable resources with the basic hope of just maintaining the status quo.  


One megachurch pastor was asked how he could baptize four hundred converts a year and yet his overall attendance did not increase.  He responded by saying that it took all four hundred of them just to make up for those who were leaving.  The same experience occurs in churches throughout America;  people enter through the front door and exit, sometimes just as quickly, through the back door.  


Most churches do a good job of attracting new people.  We pastors advertise our church as “the friendliest church in town!”  In so doing we are continually focusing our congregation on the front door and receiving new people!  But it is the back door that quite often holds the key to church health which, in turn, then results in church growth!  


Why is the back door a constantly revolving door in most churches?  One unfortunate reason is internal conflict.  Unfortunately, conflict is not limited to a particular denomination.  One pastor recently commented, “I have seen road rage, but the worst rage of all is church rage.  I have seen that rage in action!”  We are not surprised to see people leave a church when “church rage” erupts.  


Frequently a church will change pastors, and this change often results in a philosophic change within the church, too.  Leaders are well accustomed to seeing a few people leave when a new pastor arrives.  However, there are many other reasons, too, why people leave our churches for what appears to be greener pastures elsewhere.     


This leads us to the critical question for this study:  why do some people leave a church and yet other people stay?  What didn’t work for one but obviously worked for the other?  Usually, the doctrine did not change; the structure of the church did not change; quite often the programs did not change either!  Even the church hymnals may not have changed.  I pastored one church whose church hymnals were almost fifty years old – the status quo ruled!  Guess what?  It also had a backdoor problem; believe it or not, part of the reason was the status quo!  Yes, nothing may have changed since the new member joined the church!  Yet this person still leaves.  Why?  


Most churches do not have a process in place to analyze what is actually happening inside their membership.  The word “process” indicates that a system for this type of analysis has been institutionalized within the overall church structure.  


What kind of system?  Who controls it?  What are we monitoring?  How is the data gathered?  Where does the data originate?  What data is important/unimportant?  Is the data objective or subjective, specific or nonspecific?  How do the leaders train the entire church in solving this issue?  Does the leadership even know what it needs to know?      


These questions are answered best through some sort of structured process.  Institutionalizing the process gives one a method to make sure that these questions are repeatedly asked, repeatedly studied, and repeatedly answered.  Repeated adjustments can then be made to help close the back door!


Does your own church have such a process?  Or is so much emphasis placed upon the front door that no one has time to think in a structured way about the back door?


Canning What You Get has been designed to guide the leadership staff through some easy in-church studies that will help church leaders better understand the various problems in assimilation.  I encourage each leader to do these studies with the complete leadership team and to learn together what is actually happening within the membership.

Canning What You Get isn’t about what the experts say; it focuses on what your own people already know!  Believe it or not, most of the answers for successful assimilation already exist within your own church.  We know they exist because your church is already succeeding with the current attendees.  So be sure to include your people in the process.  They know more than you think even though they may not be thinking in the right direction!  After all, it is people like them who assimilate other people like them.  

May God bless you as you seek to assimilate those whom God sends your way!!  
ISSUE 1:  IS YOUR CHURCH A FAMILY OF FRIENDS?

That great bear of wisdom, Winnie the Pooh, once said about his friends, “If you live to be a hundred, I want to live to be a hundred minus one day, so I never have to live without you.”  That is how I think about my friends, too!  


Can you imagine life without friends?  This is what makes old age so difficult.  One of my church members commented recently that most of her friends are now gone.  She is one of the last of her class to still walk upon this earth!  She is looking forward to heaven more than living on the earth, because heaven is where most of her friends are gathered.  


There are some people who truly make life worth living.  They are people we know as our friends, not just acquaintances.  Everyone has plenty of acquaintances at work, at church, in the neighborhood; but everyone also knows there is a great difference between an acquaintance and a friend.  


Lee Iacocca once remarked, “My father always used to say that when you die, if you’ve got five real friends, then you’ve had a great life.”  


Another wise man said, “If all my friends were to jump off a bridge, I wouldn’t jump with them, I’d be at the bottom to catch them!”  
 


The Bible has much to say about friends, too.  The following passages represent just a sampling of all the Bible has to say!  These quotes are from the New International Version.       

· The LORD would speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend.  (Exodus 33:11)

· My intercessor is my friend as my eyes pour out tears to God; on behalf of a man he pleads with God as a man pleads for his friend.  (Job 16:20)

· I went about mourning as though for my friend.  (Psalm 35:14)

· But it is you, a man like myself, my companion, my close friend, with whom I once enjoyed sweet fellowship as we walked with the throng at the house of God.  (Psalm 55:13)

· A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity.  (Proverbs 17:17)

· There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.  (Proverbs 18:24)

· Wounds from a friend can be trusted.  (Proverbs 27:6)

· If one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!  (Ecclesiastes 4:10)

· And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend.  (James 2:23)

· To my dear friend Gaius, whom I love in the truth.  Dear friend, I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well.  (III John 1:1-2)

· Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’  (Luke 15:6)  


Who are your ten best friends?  Some of the names will include relatives.  Who else, though, does your list include?  How many church acquaintances are on your list?  My own list would be limited to only two groups: relatives and church members.  In thinking back through the years, I suppose it has always been this way for me.  I am a pastor’s son who, at the age of twenty-one, also entered the pastorate.  My life revolves around the church.  I have many non-church acquaintances, but none that would be included in my ten best friends.  This may not be the best arrangement; I will leave that decision up to you.  The point, though, is that this is my reality.  


What is your own reality?   If you are a pastor, then your reality is probably very close to my own.  If you are a church leader or a church member, then there may be some slight variation, but I suspect that your top ten or top twenty list is dominated by either relatives or church members.  Am I right?  Being right does not prove that I am a prophet; being right simply indicates that like attracts like.      


Your reality and my reality should tell us something very important about our churches.  Our churches exist not just for the purpose of spreading the gospel but also for making new friends. And friends give us a sense of family!  


Many church growth/health specialists have commented that church prospects are not looking for a friendly church but for friends!  This is a hard lesson to learn because so much of our emphasis is dedicated to creating a friendly church climate.  Many churches advertise that they are “the friendliest church in town!”  WOW!  This label sounds great but does it accomplish anything?  We encourage our membership to be friendly, to shake hands with every visitor, and to make our visitors feel at home!  There are visitor’s booths, visitor’s brochures, visitor’s name tags, visitor’s parking spaces, and visitor’s gifts. 


I am convinced that most churches do well creating a friendly atmosphere.  Thus people join...and people join...and people join; but then many people leave and we wonder, “Why do they leave?”  

Many leave because they have not found a friend or enough friends to glue them to that particular church.  The new members may have found a friendly church, but they did not find the most powerful retention force of all - friends. 


Win Arn writes, “New research underscores why people select one church over another.  “A good church location” was only tenth on a list of sixteen. “My spouse was a member” was fifteenth.  


“The number one reason people select a church today is: “I felt accepted.”  (Win Arn, The Pastor’s Manual For Effective Ministry, pg. 7)  


What type of church do you have?  Do an exercise and let the church members tell you!  

Exercise #1 – Tell Me, Church, what are We?

Conduct a survey of the Sunday morning regulars and let them, not the leadership, tell you what kind of church you have.  Sometimes the church leadership sees the church in a different way from the way the average member sees the church.  It is important to know what the average person perceives as reality!  This survey should be very simple.  Follow these steps:  

1. Develop a simple evaluation form to be distributed at some point in the service.  Explain that you know what the church means to you but it is also important that you know what the church means to each member.  Be sure to include a variety of questions (see Step 6) so that the member will have a wide range of answers.  We don’t want the member to focus exclusively on the negatives!  The wide variety of questions means the average member will likely forget the survey very quickly.  This is fine since this survey is designed to teach the leadership about the church.   

2. Explain that each person will have his own definition of “Very Good”, etc. 

3. The leadership and the church membership should do this survey at different times.  Keep these survey results separate then compare the two.  You might be surprised to see a difference!    

4. Use these five categories:  1 Very Good; 2 Good; 3 Average; 4 Poor; 5 Very Poor.  
5. Have everyone circle one response for each question.  

6. In your opinion which rating best describes our church in the following areas:

a. We know each other well enough to pray for one another’s personal needs.  
b. My church works together as a team.

c. My church loves each other as a family.

d. My church helps our visitors feel at home. 
e. I communicate outside the church walls with a fellow member at least once a week.    

f. My church provides the opportunities I need to grow to my full potential in Christ.  

g. My church includes at least two of my really close friends. 
h. I know what I want to know about my church.  

i. My church has a small group (class or circle) that I enjoy attending.  

7. Design a spreadsheet with columns for each question.  Record the numeric answers in each row (1 = Very Good, 2 = Good, etc.)  
8. What categories show high success rates?  Which categories showed low success rates?  

9. Discuss the results with the leadership.  

a. Discuss which categories are essential to developing long, lasting friendships which will keep a member in your church.  Why are these categories essential?

b. Compare the results of the membership survey with those of the leadership.  Is there a significant difference in any category?  If yes, try to determine why such a disconnect exists.  

c. Determine two categories which need to be improved.      

10. Develop action plans to implement the two categories identified in Step 9.  
ISSUE 2:  WHY DO PEOPLE LEAVE?

Every church has difficulty retaining its members.  It is estimated that a church must replace as much as ten percent of its worship attendance each year just to maintain the same level of attendance.  This turnover is due to many people exiting the church through the back door within a short time of joining the church.  


Assimilation is actually harder than gaining new members!  Every church knows how to get new members!  The worship services bring them through the front door (we know how to do this – just ask us!), our small cell/fellowship activities bring them through the side door (we know how to do this, too), but our lack of assimilation soon leaves far too many people disheartened.  It is not long until they then leave through the back door!  Therefore, “canning what you get” should be viewed as equally important to “getting what you can.”  Both work together for the betterment of all!    


What exactly is assimilation?  Briefly, assimilation can be defined as “a sense of belonging.”  Rick Warren enlarges this definition by saying, “Assimilation is the task of moving people from an awareness of your church to attendance at your church to active membership in your church.  The community talks about ‘that church,’ the crowd talks about ‘this church,’ but the congregation talks about ‘our church.’  Members have a sense of ownership.” (Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, pg. 309)  


Two critically important items should be noted:  

· Assimilated people “belong” to others through a friendship/relationship; they are surrounded by a support group, and they have a vested interest in their own involvement/membership.  They view themselves as being part of a “koinonia” or “partnership.”  They don’t just attend; they truly belong!  
· On the other hand, non-assimilated people attend but never develop a close-knit relationship with others.  They never break through the wall into the heart of the church family.  Key:  Their support group is essentially the same support group which existed prior to joining the church.  Such people see themselves as always on the outside looking in.  There is no sense of partnership or belonging...just a sense that “I am not a real part of the family.”        


 Aubrey Malphurs (Aubrey Malphurs, Planting Growing Churches For the 21st Century, pp. 354-355) develops Win Arn’s eight characteristics of an “incorporated member” in the following way:  

1. New members should be able to list at least seven new friends they have made in the church.  (These friendships could be, and often are, with other new members.)    

2. New members should be able to identify their spiritual gifts.       

3. New members should be involved in at least one (preferably several) roles/tasks/ministries in the church, appropriate to their spiritual gifts.   

4. New members should be actively involved in a small fellowship (face-to-face group).  Many churches keep their new member groups together indefinitely.  

5. New members should demonstrate a regular financial commitment to the church.  

6. New members should personally understand and identify with the goals of the church.  

7. New members should attend worship services regularly.

8. New members should identify unchurched friends and relatives and take specific steps to help them toward responsible church membership.  


What is the formula for assimilation success?  Each of these eight principles must be institutionalized within the church as part of its every week, every month, and every year process.   In other words, assimilation must become something which is done intentionally!  For most churches, this assimilation will require a new and more advanced strategy.  


Let’s remember that assimilating new members into our church fellowship does not happen automatically. Quite honestly, there must be a system in place to fully assimilate every new member.  Otherwise, we’ll have as many people going out the back door as we bring in the front door. 

So let’s think about ways that we leaders can institutionalize an assimilation system in each of our churches!  

In the list above, how can item #1 be institutionalized in your church?  How about item #2?  Chapter Five will develop these items one-by-one from the perspectives of an assimilation director and the church body. 


The following exercise will help the church leadership to think through the depth of its own challenge.  

Exercise #2:  Identifying Why People Leave


Step 1 –Begin your analysis by making a list of the people who attended your church three to five years ago.  Five years will provide the best data since it is rare for people to join and leave in the first or second year.  If you must do a shorter study, you will not have the best results but you will, at least, have established a baseline which can be added to with each subsequent year.  If the church is too large, then consider doing this for a specific class or department.  I suggest using a beginning age of twenty.  Children always follow their parents out the door and their inclusion will skew the numbers.  It is generally unreliable to include bus children, also.  Several sources of information are available for step one:

· The church membership roll.  However, this list is probably too large.  Many of these folks will have disappeared years ago and no one knows where they went.  Therefore, refine this list to include only those who were at least occasionally active two years ago.  “Occasionally active” means attending several events/services during the year.  Why use two years?  It is hard to remember anything from five years ago and usually most churches don’t provide this data on an annual basis.  However, if your church has reliable data from five years ago this is great!  My own church did not have such data.  So we used two years since you have to start somewhere!  Think of this revised list as the most important list you will ever create!  You will find many uses for it so be sure to take the time to do it right!  

My church, where Sunday morning worship averages 115, has a spreadsheet which lists every person who occasionally attends Pollard.  This list includes our prospects, too.  Our ushers check off the names on this spreadsheet once a month based on the person’s attendance on that particular Sunday.  This data is then entered into a computer spreadsheet for quick analysis so we can identify who is missing.  Several absences in a row raise a warning flag and cause us to probe deeper into the situation.  

In so doing we have institutionalized this process!  The following pages will discuss in greater detail the importance of institutionalizing the assimilation processes.  When the process is fully integrated or institutionalized, one has a more effective means for follow-up.   

Suggestion:  do not concern yourself at this time with discarding the inactive names from the membership roll.  That process may be an item to explore in a separate effort; on the other hand eliminating names may create a firestorm!  It is unwise to divert your attention from your primary goal of identifying absentees.  To be honest, the time/effort dedicated to properly removing inactive names could often be better spent on soulwinning!   

· New members list.  The church office will have a list of every new member received by year into the church membership.  Add these names to the list for the entire three to five year time horizon. 

· Small cell membership rolls.  The small cell groups will include the Sunday School classes, discipleship classes, ladies/men’s groups, the music department, etc.  

· Brainstorm.  Since each church is structured differently, one should consider spending a few minutes letting folks brainstorm for any additional sources of information.       


Step 2 – Identify every member/occasional attendee who has left your church over the same time frame which you used in Step 1.  At a minimum this list should include every member you can identify.  If possible, include the occasional attendees as well.  This will widen your findings and perhaps assist you in developing a better strategy for assimilation.  Several sources are available for this step:

· Transfer list.  The church office will have a list of every transfer of membership to another church.  
· Deceased list.  The Lord will have called home some of these people.  Be sure to remove them from the list.  You can’t assimilate them any longer!  Identifying the deceased is also important because it helps the leadership realize how many vacancies appear without anyone being at fault!  Some churches may be struggling to simply replace an entire generation!  Replacing can often be a sign of great success!       

· Memory/records.  The hardest search involves those who just disappeared (not included in the two categories above).  If the church’s records have been recently updated, begin your search with the current Sunday School and small cell enrollments.  Also, select some of the church leadership, being sure to include three generations:  old, middle-aged, and young to review the list and identify other names, also.     


Step 3 -  Write down a reason/category each person left.  One can never be certain about such reasons because people often give misleading information when they leave.  Sometimes folks totally fabricate an excuse!  However, the church leadership should have a reasonable guess regarding most people.  Some folks may be placed in the wrong category; do not worry about this since we are looking at numbers in the aggregate rather than for any one individual.  Mistakes in classification have a way of balancing out.  For the sake of simplicity, limit yourself to no more than seven broad categories.  Here are some possible categories:     

· Conflict with another member 

· Disagreement with the church’s purpose/direction 

· Moving away/distance

· Death/homebound 

· Marital/family issue 

· Lack of new friends 
· Finding a better program elsewhere 
· Other (includes leaving for a ministry position elsewhere, 


How can you measure the category “lack of new friends?”  One way is to determine whether the person is still maintaining an active relationship with new friends inside the church.  The emphasis is on “new” and whether any new relationships have been created since the newcomer joined the church.  In many cases, the answer will be “no”.  They will no longer be bowling together, shopping together, or dining together.  Such a person will likely have returned to his/her former friends, including any relatives still attending the church.         


Step 4 – Identify this person’s ministry in the church.  List any committees, teaching assignments, etc. in which this attendee may have participated.  There is usually a close relationship between assimilation and involvement.    


Step 5 -  Create a bar/pie chart showing the final numbers in each category.  Why is this important?  It helps you visualize what is actually taking place.  No leader likes to lose a member; however, the leadership needs to realize that there are some categories which are basically beyond the leadership’s control.  For example, we expect to lose the member who moves one hundred miles away!  We also expect to lose someone in a divorce since it is not likely that a divorced husband and wife will wish to attend the same church.  


On the other hand, some categories may be controllable by the church leadership.  For example, “lack of new friends” can be improved through a good assimilation program.  “Conflict with another member” can be improved through training the membership in conflict resolution.  “Disagreement” with the church’s purpose/direction” can be improved by communicating these matters at the time of membership and by re-emphasizing them over and over again.   


Step 5 – Create a second bar chart which includes the following categories: 

· Average Sunday morning worship attendance for the prior twelve months.
· Average Sunday morning worship attendance indicated above plus 50% of the “lack of new friends” total.  Why half?  We assume that we were able to keep half of these members.  We didn’t keep all of them...just half of them!      

· Average Sunday morning worship attendance indicated above plus 75% of the “lack of new friends” total.  We assume that we were able to keep 75% of these members.  We didn’t keep all of them...just three-quarters of them!      

Which of the above determined numbers would you like to see in next Sunday’s worship service?  If you are a typical leader then the bigger the better!  

What did you just learn from Step 5?  You just learned the size of your back door problem in just one category!  Go ahead and plug in the numbers from some of the other categories, too, that you believe were manageable.  Do you like what you see?  


Congratulations!  You are no longer talking in the abstract but have moved to identifying precise numbers.  You can now visualize specific faces that have disappeared and specific reasons they disappeared!  In addition, you have also drawn the leadership’s attention to the importance of making new friends.  In your own case, this issue may be the biggest or second biggest category.  It has been my experience that once we identify a problem we can then get our arms around it!  If your church is similar to mine, then you have just identified the size of your problem!  


Let’s review Issue 1 by returning to the basic issue at hand: would people rather have a friendly church or some good friends?  I know which one most people would choose!  Friends!  The truth is that friends meet a much deeper need in our lives than just a friendly church.
Therefore, the ultimate goal in “canning what you get” is much deeper than providing a friendly church which knows how to greet people.  The ultimate goal is to provide the means whereby people can develop lasting friendships in each of our churches.  


In many ways, the key to assimilating new members is “making new friends.”  People may need our money; they may need our wisdom; but most of all, they need our friendship.  


What were the results in my own church?  I pastor Pollard Baptist Church in Ashland, Kentucky.  Ashland is not a growing community and has a church on every corner.  We presently average 115 for worship and our average age (counting children) is 40.6.  That makes us younger than the average age in Ashland.  During the past decade Pollard has been transitioning from an older generation to a younger generation.  It has successfully made that transition while actually maintaining our morning worship attendance.  


Here are our results:                         

WHY PEOPLE LEFT
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Pollard’s data covers a period of only three years.  Therefore, these numbers may change quite a bit in years four and five as well as in subsequent years.  Proactive assimilation, along with out being a very loving church, may assist us in retaining a larger percentage of our new members.      


Our greatest loss was through death.  We obviously cannot control this category.  However, it identifies how many new members were necessary just to replace those we lost through death.  One additional lesson we have learned is that new members aren’t nearly as faithful in total attendance as those departing old saints!  So don’t be upset if you have a big turnover in one year that undermines your attendance.  You can’t control the uncontrollable!  But you can identify it!       

ISSUE 3:  WHAT IS YOUR FAVORITE DOOR?


Someone was asked, “What is your favorite part of the church service?”  With a twinkle in his eye the man answered, “The dismissal prayer!”


Have you ever watched the enthusiasm of your people when the final prayer is prayed and the final amen is said?  The stampede immediately begins for the back door.  It is almost as if the entire world’s future rests upon being the first person to get to the parking lot.  


As a pastor I will never understand that level of mentality.  I love people and I love to be with people.  I exist for the purpose of ministering to people.  Therefore, I am usually the last one out the door, because I like to be with my people until they choose to leave.  This is who I am!  


I stand at the back door quite often to shake hands with people; in so doing I have a tendency to become an obstruction to people leaving the auditorium.  Someone stops to talk to me and immediately the people get blocked!  It’s hard for the others to get around us.  


Why do I share this experience with you?  It is to relate that in a symbolic way I am blocking the back door!  In effect, I am preventing people from making an early exit.  


Do you as a church leader have a back door ministry?  Or are you predominantly a front door minister?  How about a side door minister?  Have you ever evaluated your ministry using the “door concept”?  


What is meant by these three doors?  Malphurs states, “Every church has three doors.  The front door refers to the primary worship service which attracts most first time visitors.  The side door refers to small group events which attract people who refuse to attend a worship service.  The back door concerns those who eventually leave the church.  Assimilation affects all three doors.”  (Aubrey Malphurs, Planting Growing Churches For The 21st Century, pg 416.)  

Broaden the definition slightly for your purposes so that you can better understand which door represents you.  

1. The front door represents the effort you as a leader put into your main services.  For example, are you a Sunday morning person with Sunday morning duties?  These duties would include everything from ushering to the music ministry to teaching a Sunday School class.  They can also include your Sunday evening and Wednesday evening structure.    

2. The side door represents your small group efforts.  These include everything the church does at normal non-church times.  They may include Bible studies that meet during the week as well as various outreach ministries such as health fairs, block parties, Easter egg hunts, senior adult events, fellowships, or anything that attract visitors.  If these efforts do not attract visitors then your side door is a closed door!  Do not include those efforts which do not attract visitors.
3. The back door represents your efforts to maintain a happy member. It would include hospital visits, fellowships, class meetings, contacting absent members, etc. I encourage you to brainstorm a quick list of all the possible back door ministries.     
Exercise #3 – What Is Your Favorite Door?

The church leadership should ask itself the following three questions in a specific problem-solving session.  A session provides a concentrated “think tank” atmosphere where real solutions can be devised:  

1. How much time/resource is devoted to the front door and the side door in comparison to the back door?  It is unlikely that anyone is even thinking in this direction.  So the question must be asked and answered!  Try to answer this question in a specific way by identifying specific tools utilized in each door. Follow these directions: 

a. Draw a large floor diagram of a rectangular church for everyone to see.  Indicate which door is the front door (services at normal church times), side door (services or activities at other times such as a Thursday morning ladies’ class), and back door.

b. Ask each leader to record on a post-it note each of his roles/ministries in the church.  Use one post-it note for each role/ministry.  Do not limit the person’s roles to those approved in an official staff list.  It is important each person think through every role he has. Calling a sick member is an important role!  Limit the list to activities the individual did in the past two weeks.  Why?  It is one thing to do a ministry occasionally; it is an entirely different thing to do a ministry on a continual basis.    
c. Have each person write “F” for front, “S” for side, and “B” for back in the bottom right hand corner of each post-it note.  Some roles may be duplicate roles for two or more doors.  Make a separate post-it note for duplicate roles.  
d. Have each individual divide his own post-it notes into three stacks, add the notes in each stack, and record them on a post-it note.  THE PERSON SHOULD NOT INCLUDE HIS NAME.  Give this post-it note to the leader.  The leader will add the totals for each door then write the totals next to each door.   
e. Have each individual attach all of the remaining post-it notes to the appropriate door.
f. Discuss your findings.  You will likely find that many back door ministries are being done but are not part of an organized process, nor are enough back door ministries being done.           
2. How much training is devoted to the first two doors versus the back door?  Most churches have evangelism training, but what about back door training?  Who have you certified in the art of back-door closing?  Do you even know who your best assimilators are?  Assimilators are those people who continually close the back door!  Again, be sure to provide specific answers!   

a. Identify the teachers in the group.

b. Ask the teachers to identify recent visitors to their classes.

c. Who in the class is responsible for assimilating those visitors?  This would include follow-up mailings, telephone calls, visits, etc.  Write these names on the board. 
d. Discuss your findings.  Be sure to add any additional names that the group agrees upon.        

3. Using business analogy, why advertise that the customer is No. 1 when the personnel have not even been trained in customer service?  Would you shop more than once at a place where the customer is not number one?  Probably not!  Such a business needs to fundamentally shift its strategy or the problem will never be corrected.  The same is true for a church where the personnel have not been trained to make the member number one!  New programs may even need to be implemented!  The staff may need to be reorganized!  
a. Obtain a listing of the church attendees.  This listing may come from a Deacon Family Ministry or the equivalent which assigns each family to a deacon for personal contact.  If not, then a Sunday School enrollment sheet will suffice.  

b. Give a copy to everyone.  Ask them to review the list they are responsible for.  For example, a teacher is responsible for the students in that particular class.  
c. Count the names on the list.  

d. Count the names with whom the instructor/deacon has had personal contact of at least three minutes in the past thirty days. 

e. Write the total of c and d on a post-it note and give it to the leader.  THE PERSON SHOULD NOT INCLUDE HIS NAME.  
f. Record the totals for c and d on the board.  Add the columns and determine a percentage.  

g. Discuss your findings.  Remember that this is a very primitive study but remember also that everyone in your study group can relate to it.  

h. Develop some action plans for improving the numbers, if you believe they can be improved.  


It is imperative that the church leadership understand the relationship between retaining customers/members and structuring the business/church to accomplish that very purpose.  For example, everyone knows about the success of Starbuck’s!  But how many people really understand the success of Starbuck’s?  Starbuck’s president recently commented on CNBC that his company spends more money on training than it does on advertising.  WOW!  Starbucks clearly understands the relationship of training to retaining/assimilating its customers!  Starbucks’ success is equal to retaining customers, and retaining is directly linked to training!  


Imagine that!  Light bulbs came on as soon as I heard those words.  In essence this president was saying, “Take care of the customer and that satisfied customer will bring you more customers!”  Hallelujah!  And if it works for Starbucks it can also work for the church of God!  Isn’t that the whole concept behind the evangelistic theme of “Each One Bring One”?  And each one won’t bring one unless each one is satisfied!   


For our purposes, training isn’t about understanding the different coffees!  Training is the whole art of institutionalizing the assimilation process in each area of our church that touches an individual.  This means analyzing!  This means strategizing!  But, in the end, it always results in maximizing!    


How many people in your study group turned out to be back door closers?  Maybe you should present them with a special “Back Door Closer Certificate”!  

Remember: if you presently have at least one friend in the church then God has qualified you to be an assimilator because you have already assimilated your friend!  So “look upon the fields for they are white unto harvest!”  Your field of opportunity is the entire church membership!  


Now go and make a new friend; give someone new a sense of belonging, and close your back door!         

ISSUE 4:  CREATING A “FRIENDLY FIRST IMPRESSION”


The saying may be old but it is certainly still true: “You never get a second chance to make a first impression.”  One might think the saying should read “good first impression,” but the reality is there is tremendous power in the first impression regardless of whether it is good or bad.  


Therefore, the very first stage in assimilation begins not when the prospect applies for membership but the first time he/she steps through the door.  Is the overall mood warm or cold?  Are the church members friendly or reserved?  Does the church seem to want visitors?  Each guest will quickly develop an opinion and, quite honestly, this opinion will most likely hit the mark.  

Churches that are successful at assimilation are also successful in creating a friendly, first impression.  One should study closely the link which exists between “first impression” and “assimilation.”  It is unlikely that a church can succeed in assimilation if it fails first to create a friendly first impression.  Quite obviously, such a church would naturally have fewer prospects to assimilate.  However, the issue actually runs much deeper than fewer prospects, because “first impression” and assimilation both require a special atmosphere which I often describe as a “spiritual greenhouse.”  


Think of it this way.  A man-made greenhouse is intentionally structured to allow something to grow which cannot grow outside the greenhouse.  The greenhouse produces a controlled environment which allows the weak to become strong.  Likewise, a spiritual greenhouse is a church which is intentionally structured to help a person grow/develop into something he/she otherwise would not.  The key word is intentional.  Such an atmosphere does not happen by accident.  It is the result of purposefully structuring/training the membership in those qualities which support such a greenhouse.      


How does this apply to assimilation?  The purpose of the greenhouse is to grow plants; likewise, the purpose of assimilating churches is to grow people.  In a greenhouse atmosphere, the entire church atmosphere is focused on people.  Does it, therefore, matter if the person is a first-time visitor or a new member or a long-time member?  No.  The atmosphere is such that the principles underlying successful assimilation are part of the entire church experience or process.     


Interestingly, the same people who create the “friendly first impression” will likely be the people who are the church’s best assimilators.  Why?  Both responsibilities require the same spirit of commitment.  If one can commit to openly focusing on visitors then he/she can adapt very easily to focusing on the new member.  Such a person is truly “people focused.”  


How do you create a “friendly first impression”?  The following ideas may help:

1. First five minutes - Visitors normally get a solid impression of the congregation/service within five minutes of being seated.  This means special care should be given to each item the visitor sees/meets in the first five minutes.  Is each item “user friendly” or, in this case, “visitor friendly”?  Here is a partial list to review:

a. The bulletin – This communication item is too often designed for the established membership.  There have been times when I, as a new pastor, have asked for clarification on a bulletin item.  If I, as the pastor, cannot understand the item then how can a first time visitor do so?  One way to review/upgrade the bulletin is to have a small team review the material from a first time visitor’s perspective.  Perhaps include some new members or even visitors on this team!  This exercise is a great assimilation opportunity.      

b. The announcement slides – PowerPoint is becoming the medium of choice in many churches.  The announcements, though, are often hastily put together and show little creativity.  This slide show needs to be developed from the perspective of a first time visitor.  Make sure that the announcements are upbeat, positive, and people focused!  Humor should also be included since humor crosses all barriers.  It is amazing how one humorous slide can uplift the mood of an entire audience.  Don’t forget digital pictures of the most recent church fellowship, too.  Pictures are a great way of showing that people are important!     

c. “Necessary matters” – The guest may need access to the nursery or rest room.  Why not address this issue on page one of the church bulletin with a special “Visitors Info Corner”?  This is one of the best things you can have in your bulletin!  Once again, it indicates that you are people focused!  It also allows you to communicate your Standard Operating Procedures to the visitor.  My own bulletin highlights the location of the nursery (including the director’s name), the ages and location of our two children’s churches (including the director’s name), and the locations of the various rest rooms.    

d. “What do we call them?” – Is there a more appropriate term for a visitor?  The term “guest” has greater appeal in some circles.  It may be less imposing for a visitor and at the same time this switch may marginally improve the mindset of the overall membership.  Welcoming “guests” to any event, for instance a wedding, is more upbeat and responsible than welcoming mere “visitors.”  The pulpit language should be updated to reflect this change.      

e. Building signs - The members know where to go; how, though, can a visitor know where to go?  I remember once finding a new stairway to the church auditorium three months after I became the pastor!   I felt so lost!  And I was!  One recommendation is to develop a three person team, composed of a teenager, middle aged adult, and a retired adult, to review the signs throughout the building for possible upgrades.  Above all, be sure that the signs are in keeping with the image of the church.    

2. Program/Service – You must remember that the service lasts longer than the first five minutes!  What else can be done to create a good first impression?  Obviously, the music and pastor’s message must be tolerable.  Both of these items have a heavy cultural tone and will vary from church to church.  Be sure that you execute well your cultural setting.  At the same time, don’t try to be something you are not!  I remember candidating in a new church where the choir sang a beautiful rendition of “The Lord’s Prayer.”  They impressed me!  Sure enough, that was why they sang the song!  It took me six months to realize that this church was more of a “He Keeps Me Singing” church and that my first impression was indeed the wrong impression!  (By the way, the choir never sang that song again during my four years as pastor.)  The moral of that story is: be yourself!  This will help the visitor, even a potential pastor, in assessing the church.    

3. First Impression Teams – The responsibility of these teams is to meet each first time visitor just prior to the churchwide fellowship time.  Each team consists of a husband and wife so that a bridge can be built to every visitor regardless of whether the visitor is male or female.  My church follows this process:

a. First time guests are encouraged to remain seated.  Everyone else stands and sings the welcome chorus/song.  

b. During the singing, the teams locate the first time guests.

c. The teams introduce themselves, distribute a church brochure, plus a Guest Information Form which is to be turned in later in the service. 

d. The congregation soon completes the chorus; everyone then engages in a general time of fellowship with visitors and each other.     

4. Fellowship Time – Rick Warren has popularized the five purposes of discipleship, evangelism, fellowship, ministry, and worship.  The goal of these five purposes is to become complete in Christ!  Note that fellowship is one of these five!  Fellowship provides the answer for the human need associated with loneliness.  Too many churches rush through the fellowship time because the leadership thinks it has more important items on the agenda such as the pastor’s message.  However, what the leadership thinks and what the membership needs may not always agree.  This time is undoubtedly the most important time of the service for some people.  It is best, therefore, to give this portion of the service time to develop, allowing it to continue until it just naturally reaches a stopping point on its own, all of which may take as much as five minutes!  During this time the focus will once again be on people!  People meeting people and people enjoying people will engage the visitor in ways that nothing else can.          

5. Information booth – Some churches use an information booth both before and after the service.  This idea has great appeal in larger churches.  This booth provides information to the visitors, helps them get from point A to point B, and often provides them with a small gift such as a loaf of bread or small cake.  If you make this part of your process, then be sure to use those greeters with the biggest smiles!     

6. Ushers – The usher is one of the first people to have contact with a visitor.  The usher’s contact can be either a blessing or a curse.  A smiling usher, who is genuinely interested in the newcomer, can set the mood for the visitor even prior to the visitor entering the auditorium.  On the other hand, an usher who is too busy with his own agenda can create a negative mood for the visitor.  Good ushering can be encouraged by presenting an annual award to the outstanding usher. 
7. Parking Lot Attendants – Parking lot attendants can provide a valuable service to mothers with small children, visitors unsure of which door to enter, folks who need an umbrella, etc.  Parking lot attendants certainly send the signal that you are people focused!     


Which of these ideas can be implemented or expanded in your own situation?  Pick one!  Next, roll out this idea in a specialized study/workshop for the entire church.  Some do a three hour workshop on Saturday mornings; others do their workshop on an evening during the week.  


The study/workshop concept has the great advantage of getting insights from many different people with many different backgrounds.  Some participants have been in the church for many years and, unfortunately, are so institutionalized they cannot see the church from the perspective of a first time guest.  Others will be recent additions; their insights will contain many golden nuggets for further examination.  Still others will have the ability to think out-of-the-box.  They will produce many unorthodox ideas which may/may not hold water.  But all of these ideas will expand the team’s thinking as it works toward its conclusions.      


What will develop most from such a workshop?  A strong people focus!  Here are a few keys to an effective workshop (examples of past workshops are posted at pollardbaptist.com):

A. Schedule the workshop when the greatest number of leaders can attend!  

B. Organize the event in a timely fashion.  Remember: the clock will be your greatest enemy!  
C. Deal with specific issues.  Be sure that you have a specific issue (for example, what do first time guests experience during their first five minutes on our property?) which can be answered in equally specific ways.  The answers to the above question can then be expanded through additional questions/evaluations.  Indeed, an entire workshop could be devoted to making those first five minutes productive to a first time guest.     

D. Use a variety of problem solving tools.  Most businesses now employ this technique.  Hopefully, someone in your congregation is well trained in the use of these tools. This person can be invaluable in preparing this workshop.  Problem solving tools are important for two reasons: first, these tools make the learning process much more enjoyable, and second, these tools expand the level of thinking to a much higher level.  In addition, these carefully crafted tools also help to remove the strong personalities from the discussion!  For example, one technique, silent brainstorming, allows each participant to record his/her answers on a post-it note which, by design, is then given equal weight to the other answers in a future rating system.  Since everything is done in silence, the strong personality has no more weight than the weak personality!  And guess who might have the better ideas?  You guessed it!  The person you least expect!  Sometimes the strong personalities dictate the outcome so it is important to remove the strong personalities from the decision making process through an appropriate problem solving tool.  

E. Divide the participants into numerous teams.  If possible, structure the teams to include no more than ten people but no less than five.  Teams can be organized based upon sex, roles in the church, age, or some other combination.  Quite often, the results are much different from team to team; this variation produces an enlightening experience for all.  It can also encourage deeper thinking for future studies as well as spur every team to do better on its next study.  

F. Be sure to stay on time.  Each participant is a volunteer and may have other plans following the workshop.  Time management is one key to repeat participation in future workshops.

G. Have each team report back to the entire workshop with its findings.  At this time the rubber meets the road and decisions can be made!  

H. Catalog or summarize the findings during the following week and issue these findings to each participant in either electronic or hard copy.    

Exercise #4 – Creating A Strategy For First Time Visitors
A. Divide the workshop participants into groups of six to eight people based upon their years of membership in your church.  If you have an attendance of more than fifty then create a second workshop.  It is difficult to manage a workshop of even fifty because these workshops require skilled leadership and such leadership is at a premium in most churches.   

a. Ask every person the length of his membership in your church.

b. Record this answer on a flipchart. Do not record names.  Purposely avoid using names in workshops since you are looking for an answer driven by a consensus rather than a single personality. 

c. Determine how many groups are feasible and their size.

d. Fill each group by putting the newest members together, the next newest members together, etc.  Use a flipchart for your data.  It is likely the newest members will see the church differently from the way the oldest members do.  Their findings will provide a learning experience to even the oldest members! 

B. Divide into separate meeting areas.

C. Develop answers to the twelve questions in Step E.  The questions should appear on one sheet which the students will keep and also logged on another sheet to be received by the leader.  THE PERSON SHOULD NOT INCLUDE HIS NAME.  
D. The leader reads the directions, answers any questions, then maintains silence as the group quietly completes the assignment.  The scale is 1 (Perfection) to 10 (Disaster).  Take six minutes for this silent study. 
E. The leader reads, “Imagine you are a first time visitor at our church.  How would you rate us in that first visit in the following categories?  Record on the second sheet your answer.  We will use your own ratings to develop one score for the entire team.”       
1. Were you able to find a convenient parking space?  

2. Were you able to easily locate the auditorium?

3. Were you greeted outside the auditorium?  

4. Did you receive a bulletin before entering the auditorium? 

5. Assuming you had children, were you able, either by yourself or with the help of others, to take your children to their meeting place?

6. Do you understand the announcement slides, the bulletin, and the pulpit announcements?  

7. Were the first five minutes in the auditorium productive?  

8. Did you hear clear instructions on when to stand, when to sing, when to shake hands, when to speak?  

9. Did you receive adequate attention during the fellowship (handshake)?  

10. Assuming you did not bring a Bible or are a non-Bible student, was the pastor’s message clear enough for you to understand?

11. Did you leave with the impression that this church is interested in you?   

12. Were you comfortable with the furniture, the lighting, and the temperature?  

F. The leader collects the answers and develops a consensus score for each question.  It is best to have entered this data in a spreadsheet for quicker analysis.  In addition, add all of the scores to develop a complete team score for this study.  
G. Review the questions with the lowest scores and develop some ideas to resolve each of those issues.  
H. Each team reports back to the workshop.  A spokesman shares his team’s findings with the entire group.  The workshop leader can now develop overall scores for each question.  
I. Compare each team’s scores.  Look carefully at the difference in scores between the newest members and the oldest members.  
J. Catalog or summarize the findings during the following week and issue these findings to each participant in either electronic or hard copy.    


Oh, if we could only see ourselves as others see us!  A study/workshop provides the best opportunity for the current membership to see itself from the perspective of a first time guest.  At the very least, it is a very effective way to focus the attention on people!  


When people focus on people, a church is then on the road to creating a friendly first impression.  Such a friendly first impression has the potential to lead to a friendly second impression which can then lead to a friendly third impression…until complete assimilation has taken place and a “sense of belonging” has been created! 

ISSUE 5:  THE ROLE OF THE ASSIMILATION DIRECTOR


The root idea for this role has grown from numerous articles by Rick Warren, the highly successful pastor of Saddleback Community Church in California.  Rick asserts that if he were to start over from scratch he would develop his next church by appointing specialists in these five areas: evangelism, worship, fellowship, ministry, and discipleship.  Warren contends, on the basis of spiritual gifts, that specialists have an inborn zeal to promote their specific ministry.  


Think about the church which is truly blessed with such a team of specialists!  Imagine a George Beverly Shea promoting worship, a D. L. Moody promoting evangelism, a John MacArthur Jr. promoting discipleship, and a Rick Warren promoting ministry (identifying spiritual gifts).  This would be every pastor’s dream, even if the pastor felt overshadowed by such strong leaders in his church.  


We can easily grasp the concept of the first four more. After all, these categories make sense!  Many churches have already aligned themselves under these four processes.  However, the one concept which we struggle with is that of a fellowship/assimilation specialist.  Why?  Quite simply, we still do not understand the great importance of fellowship; we instead give fellowship/assimilation a much lower priority than the first four categories. It must be remembered, however, that fellowship was the very reason that God created Eve!  Adam’s need was enormous!  Where else could this need have been satisfied?  Nowhere!  


Is the Garden of Eden the only place that this need existed?  No, not by a long shot.  This need has existed through every generation!  In particular, it exists throughout every church congregation, too, and it includes a much broader spectrum of people than just the widows and widowers.  Even pastors have this need!  Pastors are often so busy they do not recognize that this need exists within them, too.  After all, being accepted is part of every pastor’s psyche!  And guess what acceptance is?  It is one of the most important elements in fellowship/assimilation.      


If one accepts that fellowship is one of the church’s five purposes, it therefore follows that there should also be a fellowship (assimilation) director on a level playing field with the other four directors! 


Here is a basic overview of the position of fellowship/assimilation director that can be implemented in every church.  

JOB DESCRIPTION


What should we call this position?  The title “Assimilation Director”, hereafter known as the “AD”, helps drive home the ultimate goal of ministry which is to assist new members in developing a sense of belonging and to help current members maintain that sense of belonging.  Fellowships such as church dinners are part of that process but do not focus attention on the ultimate goal of assimilation.  Therefore, the title of Assimilation Director has been adopted throughout this discussion rather than the title of Fellowship Director.      


The AD’s basic responsibility is to integrate/map each of Win Arn’s eight characteristics of an “incorporated member”, which are described below, into the overall church structure/process.  In so doing, assimilation becomes a process, in contrast to a single event, which is continually done on an everyday basis!  Repetition is the key.  Here are the eight principles that are to be integrated into the assimilation process:

1. New members should be able to list at least seven new friends they have made in the church.  These friendships could be, and often are, with other new members.   

2. New members should be able to identify their spiritual gifts.  

3. New members should be involved in at least one but preferably several roles/tasks/ministries in the church, which utilize their spiritual gifts.   

4. New members should be actively involved in a small fellowship, a face-to-face group.  Many churches keep their new member groups together indefinitely.  

5. New members should demonstrate a regular financial commitment to the church.  

6. New members should personally understand and identify with the goals of the church.  

7. New members should attend worship services regularly.

8. New members should identify unchurched friends and relatives and take specific steps to help them toward responsible church membership.  


Each of these eight principles needs an associated process/measurement to determine how well that principle is being implemented.  The AD is responsible for maintaining this process.  


What type of person is best skilled to implement and maintain the process of assimilation?  A worship leader must enjoy music; a discipleship director must enjoy Bible study; likewise an AD must enjoy people!  It is likely that this person will have the spiritual gift of exhortation or in other words encouragement and edifying others.  Some folks have glowing personalities but are wrapped up in themselves.  The AD has to be wrapped up in others.  God places this type of person in each church. Who is that person in your church?  

It is also helpful if the AD has the spiritual gift of administration.  The AD’s role is one of overseeing processes!  This requires a number of administrative skills!   


The AD’s communication/analysis ability should also be a consideration.  Many exhorters are very skilled in one-on-one exhortation but lack the ability to do this on a director’s level.  Some churches may need to split the AD responsibilities between two people: one to plan/implement and a second to analyze.     

RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER DEPARTMENTS/FUNCTIONS


In order to have an effective ministry, the AD must be considered to be on a level playing field with the other directors.  Accomplishing this equality may seem awkward at first, but it is ultimately to everyone’s advantage because it is the AD’s responsibility to provide new raw material to the other departments!  


Every director loves to receive new raw material for processing!  The joy of new faces is one of God’s best motivations!  As the AD implements the above eight principles, new members will automatically be fed into the ministries of the other four directors.  In brief, the AD’s ministry is that of a feeder ministry!  How is this done?  Essentially, the AD maintains a steady flow of membership data to the other directors which assists them in contacting and integrating/assimilating the entire membership into areas of ministry.  


For example, how can the worship director have the best choir?  He needs the names of new members with musical abilities.  This type of data should flow through the assimilation director to the appropriate ministry. 


In some cases, these eight principles may be implemented by the other directors.  However, the AD’s role is to make certain that each principle is being implemented.  

RESPONSIBILITY TO THE NEW MEMBER


The Assimilation Director should view himself as the number 1 key person in helping the new member become part of the local church family.  Church members have a bad tendency to become so involved in their own little world that there is no room to think about anyone new.  The AD, though, thinks, dreams, and breathes new members!  He knows details about the new members that no one else knows!  The AD is constantly exploring ways to tie the new member to friends inside the church.  Will the AD always succeed?  No.  But the AD’s focus causes the rest of the church to focus, and this increases the church’s overall success rate in assimilation.  

RESPONSIBILITY TO THE CHURCH


The ministry of evangelism opens the front and side doors; the ministry of assimilation closes the back door and helps us as church leaders to “can all that we get!”    


In effect, the AD actually does more than close the back door; the AD will also make life much more enjoyable for everyone which in turn will likely attract more and more people through the front/side doors!  


The eight characteristics/goals of the assimilation process can be developed from two vantage points, that of the assimilation director and that of the overall church.  

Goal #1 - New members should be able to list at least seven new friends they have made in the church.


Issue:  Developing new friends automatically happens for some people based upon personality, family relationships, and talent.  On the other hand, many others struggle in developing new friends.  How then can these new friendships – even seven of them – be created from scratch?  Is this creation solely the work of the new member or the church?  Or both?     


My own church, which has an average worship attendance of 115, knew practically nothing of Arn’s first characteristic when we conducted a three hour assimilation workshop on February 7, 2004.   However, as the workshop progressed our teams recognized this characteristic as an honorable goal.    


One of the workshop evaluation questions focused on this key issue: What do we need to know about the person we are assimilating?  This question was deemed important because people more easily assimilate like or similar people.  Why?  It is because they share many of the same interests.  It is difficult for the average church member to assimilate a total stranger because no comfort zone has been established.  


Our teams concluded that personal knowledge was one key to establishing a comfort zone which would ultimately build a bridge to friendship.   


Here are Pollard’s answers to this key question (items in parenthesis represent the time such data can be available):    

Regarding a new member who is a middle-aged father:

1. Interests/Hobbies/Talents (at the time he joins)  

2. Church Background and Knowledge (at the time he joins)  

3. Health/Mental Capabilities (at the time he joins)  

4. Age at salvation (at the time he joins)  

5. Reason for coming to Pollard (at the time he joins)  

Regarding a new member who is a middle-aged mother:

1. Church background (at the time she joins)  

2. Interests (at the time she joins)  

3. Hobbies (at the time she joins)  

4. Talents (at the time she joins)  

5. Family background (at the time she joins)  

6. Career (at the time she joins)  

7. New to Community (at the time she joins)  

8. Leader/Follower (at the time she joins/to be determined later)

Regarding a new member who is a teenager:

1. Age (at the time he/she joins)  

2. Reason for coming to Pollard (at the time he/she joins)  

3. Interests/Hobbies (at the time he/she joins)  

4. Area Resident - How long? (at the time he/she joins)  

5. Any specific needs? (at the time he/she joins)  

6. Skills (at the time he/she joins /to be determined later)  


Interestingly, this breakdown indicates that practically every piece of knowledge listed above can be available at the very moment of initiating new membership.  Our in-depth analysis said that the above issues were critical, first to understanding our new members and, second, to assimilating them.  


We developed this cardinal principle:  you cannot assimilate those whom you do not know!  


This means that assimilation can begin in an organized manner at the initial moment of membership!   

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – The AD can provide an organized process which rapidly acquaints the church with the new member.  This process will allow the church to provide an initial set of contacts/friends/acquaintances to the new member rather than make the new member responsible for finding new friends.  Providing these contacts is exactly the opposite of how the process normally occurs.  In most churches, a new member is essentially thrown into an audience with the expectation that he/she will somehow develop a lasting friendship with total strangers.  This expectation is very impractical in a church of any size.  The AD can eliminate much of this problem with a strategy which matches the new member with people of like interests and like ages. 

1. Each prospective new member is given a New Member’s Information Form which gathers such information as name, address, telephone number, spouse’s name, favorite song and scripture, hobbies/interests, salvation experience, and potential areas of ministry.  This one-stop-shopping form could include any information pertinent to other departments, too.  Therefore, it would be wise to develop this form in consultation with the other departments or a church council.  

2. This form is returned at the time of application for membership. 

3. The new member is then presented to the church.  Some of the information is shared with the congregation.  For example, such information as being a NASCAR fan or a golfer or an accountant may resonate with current members.  This information immediately breaks down the wall for some.  Imagine asking all the NASCAR fans to raise their hands!  Perhaps have two or three identify their favorite driver.  

4. Pertinent information is then published in next week’s bulletin in a “get acquainted” article.  Hobbies, areas of interest, and job/education are high priority items.  

5. Does your church have fellowship parties?  Arrange a NASCAR fellowship table!  Or a golf table!  Or a Kentucky Wildcat basketball table!  Or a quilting/sewing table!  These kinds of things create great discussion before the people are even seated!  

6. Some suggest beginning new Sunday School classes or small groups with the newest members.  Many existing classes are dead-end streets.  These dead-end classes can be quickly identified by reviewing the class roll.  How many new members have entered each class in the last three years?  Which classes received the most new members and which received the fewest?  You may be surprised at what you find.  The classes at the bottom are at the bottom for a reason.  Likewise, the classes at the top are at the top for a reason.  It is possible the classes at the top have reached their optimum size, if you are following a small group formula of fifteen maximum.  There may be no room for new members!  Consider, therefore, beginning a new small group with a class specifically designed for the newest members.  The biggest advantage to this strategy is that each new member is already looking for a friend!  It is easier to make friends with someone who has not yet reached his full complement of friends!  

· Church – The existing church members need a non-threatening way to offer themselves to the new member.  Assimilation often fails because the church members do not have a means to introduce themselves and, thereby, bridge the gap. 

1. The church should create specific assimilation teams within each Sunday School class.  Think of this as a “mission project” team!  These teams actively recruit the new members for their class and allocate the necessary time to befriend them.    

2. The deacon/elders can be effective assimilators at each of the church social functions.  Unfortunately, the deacons/elders have a tendency to remain inside their own cliques at social gatherings.  The AD can train them to stress assimilation at such events.  Fellowship meals and parties provide a great opportunity for the leadership to develop a bond with the new member.  

3. Each new member should be assigned to a leadership oversight team such as a deacon/elder.  Part of the deacon/elder’s responsibility is maintaining an active relationship with each member on his list.   

4. The small groups may consider activities outside the church which are oriented to the new members.  For example, the ladies typically enjoy a shopping trip to an out-of-town mall.  The men may enjoy a round of golf.  Think of activities to which the new member can more easily relate, and, then, schedule such activities!  

Goal #2 - New members should be able to identify their spiritual gifts.  


Issue:  Research indicates that effective assimilation is tied to quickly identifying a ministry for each new member.  This goal emphasizes the opportunity for personal growth; it meets each person’s need for genuine significance.  Significance then leads to satisfaction and satisfaction leads to effective assimilation!  

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – Once again, the AD’s primary role is to bring related issues to the attention of the leadership so that the above goal can be enacted.  

1. The first step is to identify the current church program which helps new members identify their spiritual gifts.  Many churches do not have such a program.  Indeed, none of my pastorates began with a church which had such a program.  (My pastorates have typically been in smaller churches; the largest average worship was 170.)  If there is no such program in place, then the AD should present the necessity of such a program to the church leadership.  

2. How often does the church offer the spiritual gift identification program?  If your church is like mine, then it gets done when I can get it done!  Is this program offered enough?  Is it offered too much?  Is it presented at a convenient time?  What is the optimum number of class offerings in a year?  In our own case, we offer our spiritual gifts class twice a year.  

3. The AD next coordinates an annual schedule with the director of the spiritual gifts program to make certain that the appropriate number of classes are being offered at a time most convenient to the new members.  Admittedly, the AD does not have authority to make the final decisions on scheduling.  However, his involvement will make it more likely that the classes will be offered in an appropriate manner.  

· Church – The church needs the involvement of every member to maintain its current ministries and to develop growth ministries.  

1. Does the church have a spiritual gifts identification program?  If the answer is no, then a suitable program needs to be chosen.  It is then time to explore the creation of a Ministry Director to oversee such a program!  

2. The church needs to make scheduling such a class one of its top priorities.  Be sure it happens at a convenient time!  This class helps create ministers!  

3. The church should underwrite any expenses for such a class including materials, a meal, etc.   

Goal #3 - New members should be involved in at least one, preferably several roles/tasks/ministries in the church, appropriate to their spiritual gifts.     


Issue:  As stated in the previous goal, research indicates that effective assimilation is tied to quickly identifying a ministry for each new member.  Significance then leads to satisfaction and satisfaction leads to effective assimilation!  

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – Coordinate, coordinate, coordinate!  The AD really earns his pay in achieving this goal.   

1. Does the church have an organized process of identifying ministries?  Many smaller churches do not.  If this is not currently done, then the AD can begin the process.  On the other hand, if there is a current process, then the AD should review this process to make sure it is actually being done on a regular basis.  

2. Is each new member viewed as a potential growth ministry or a maintenance ministry only?  Each new member’s ability should be catalogued as either a potential growth ministry or as a maintenance ministry. This information should be a part of the NEW MEMBER SPREADSHEET. A Ministry Director should have the responsibility of evaluating those new abilities which could open the door to brand new ministries.  

3. Create a team to periodically review the ministry column in the NEW MEMBER SPREADSHEET with the new member’s data gathered previously from the information sheet.  In many smaller churches this task is the Nominating Committee’s responsibility.  At a minimum, such a review should occur at the six month mark of each church year.  The AD may need to remind people to schedule this meeting.  

· Church – 

1. Some ministries may require training.  Does the church budget include dollars for training?  Is there an annual goal regarding training?  

2. The church leadership needs to cultivate a greenhouse environment which encourages new ministries.  It is sad to say that many churches have not developed a new ministry in ten years, a fact which indicates that a growth environment does not exist in that particular church.  If such an environment really existed then something new would be growing!  A “greenhouse” environment is critical to the new member’s ministry being accepted and being successful.  On the other hand, a non-growth environment may doom the new ministry from the start and send the new member on his way to greener pastures!      

Goal #4 - New members should be actively involved in a small fellowship, a face-to-face group.  Many churches keep their new member groups together indefinitely.    


Issue:  Family life is life in a family!  Families have relationships; small groups likewise have relationships.  How big was your own family?  I am guessing there were fewer than thirty people under your roof!  Can you imagine sharing life with thirty people?  I can’t.  And neither can you!  Big groups, such as auditorium crowds, do not develop relationships.  Successful assimilation occurs when each new member develops relationships.     

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – Connecting the dots creates a line!  The AD takes the dot, new member, and helps it find another dot, small group.   

1. Identify the new member’s relationship to any small group.  Write the name of the small group in the NEW MEMBER SPREADSHEET.  This spreadsheet contains the data on every new member.  

2. Identify the appropriate personnel to discuss mapping the new member to a small group.  On a quarterly basis plan a meeting for the express purpose of mapping.

3. Sort the spreadsheet and bring those members who are not in a small group to the top.  Furnish this list to the meeting personnel.  

4. Sort the members among the various personnel for follow-up.  Each new member should be guaranteed at least one contact or invitation to join a small group! 

5. Use this same process on the older members as well.  Many people drop out of the small groups before they drop out of the actual church services.  A periodic review of this list will help close the door on someone you really want to keep but haven’t yet identified as being on the fringe!    

· Church – Small groups equate to families in this busy world of ours.  There is so much loneliness!  Many nuclear families have been scattered to the four winds.  There are many, many people who simply want a sense of belonging.  The church has every tool imaginable to meet this need!  

1. Appoint a small group advisor.  This advisor should be a student of small group dynamics and provide a periodic review course for all of the small group leaders.  

2. Make a list of every small group and the time of its meeting. Publish these in your bulletin!  You can rotate the groups and give each one special coverage.  The article should focus on assimilation!  For example, “we have NASCAR members!”  That provides an instant point of contact!   

3. Make the small groups available at a convenient time for the new members.  Is there a better time slot?  If we begin a new small group, when should it meet so it does not cannibalize the other small groups?  Some evening shift groups meet at midnight in a donut shop!  

4. Be careful and discerning in what your church is actually doing.  Some churches have church just to have church and frown on small groups meeting during their auditorium services.  Is this the best way, though, to meet the people’s needs?  Sometimes it is best to listen to the people and realize that some solutions do not always meet their needs.  It is always best to meet a need rather than squeeze the need into our pre-conceived solution.  I have learned that I can develop people more quickly in a small group than in an auditorium service!  So be careful and discerning in what your program is actually accomplishing versus what it should be accomplishing.      

Goal #5 - New members should demonstrate a regular financial commitment to the church.  


Issue:  I believe very strongly in my church!  That is why I belong to my church and also why I give to my church.  Giving is a form of ownership.  I remember the story of the man who complained to the church custodian that the church should not have allowed the custodian to buy two new brooms!  The man was adamant that the purchase was a waste of money.  The confused custodian went to the treasurer and explained the situation.  The treasurer said, “Don’t worry!  That man was just upset because those two brooms represented his entire giving for last year!”  


The humor in that story should not be taken lightly!  Unfortunately, every pastor has experienced that story in real life.  What lesson, though, does that story teach?  The lesson is that ownership is a powerful tool and represents a big step forward in the assimilation process.      

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – The member’s record of offerings is, of course, off limits to the AD.  However, there are some items that need to be done.   

1. The AD needs to see that offering envelopes are delivered to the new member, if the church uses this method of encouraging giving.  It is not necessary for the AD to do the delivery; however, it is necessary to make sure that the process is being completed!  How quickly does a new member receive these envelopes in your church?  Good question!   

2. The church budget should be included in any material presented to the new member upon initiation of his membership.  This helps the new member understand how the tithes are used!  

· Church – Every church finance committee understands the value of money.  I suspect the church’s cooperation will come quickly in this area!  

1. Inspire people to give by providing a vision for the future.  People tend to give more to vision than to need.  Vision is certainly preferable to brow-beating!  Does the church have a vision?  Can the vision be written on paper?  If it can’t be written on paper, then the vision is likely non-existent or too vague to communicate to the people.  

2. Be open, open, open in financial disclosure!  Recent accounting scandals have cost investors billions of dollars in the financial markets.  People have a right to know that their church is fiscally responsible.  I recommend that a financial report be distributed to the church on a regular basis.  

3. Be sure the books are audited on an annual basis by a reputable auditor.  

4. Create a system of receipts and disbursements which makes embezzlement nearly impossible.    

Goal #6 - New members should personally understand and identify with the goals of the church.  


Issue:  In joining a major political party, one acknowledges an understanding of that party’s goals and identifies himself with those very goals.  Why are there so many independents?  It is that they do not wish to identify themselves with either political party.  They may like ideas from both parties!  Each political party is constantly searching for ways to assimilate the independents.  Quite often, independents represent the swing vote!  Whoever wins the independent vote wins the election!  However, the vote is conditioned upon the independent understanding and identifying himself with the views of the candidate.  


This two-step process of understanding and identifying the goals of the church is another way of increasing the level of ownership for a new member.  It gives the new member a vested interest in the process!  It helps the new member realize what he can do to further the process!  And it also helps the new member realize how his offerings will be used!  In so doing, the new member becomes a more assimilated member in terms of personal involvement.    

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – In this role the Assimilation Director actually becomes more of an “Orientation Director.”  Few churches are really good at orientation.  Colleges and businesses do a much better job orienting the newcomer to the organization’s philosophy.  Their orientation process might furnish a pattern for the church to adopt.  The AD can be an effective spur in bringing the leadership’s attention to a logical, continual process of orientation.    

1. The AD’s central role in everything is helping smooth out the process so the necessary items are continually being done.  In this particular case, the AD should periodically meet with the people in charge of the church calendar and the new member’s class to be sure that the class is being scheduled.  

2. The AD is the perfect person to take charge of the new member’s class.  He has a vested interest in making sure that this step is conducted properly.   

3. Does the current new member’s class accomplish a legitimate purpose?  Many churches mistakenly view a doctrines’ class as a new member’s orientation.  These two classes, though, are distinctly different with very different goals.  The new member’s orientation class is a purpose class, whereas the doctrines’ class is a Bible knowledge class.  Providing Bible knowledge is merely one aspect of the church’s purpose!   I have taught both and know there are few places where these classes overlap.  Sometimes the AD’s role will include explaining these differences to the church leadership so that an appropriate orientation class can be created.  

4. Does the orientation class clearly identify the purpose and goals of the church?  The class should help the new member understand how his life will be changed by the church.  

5. Does the class identify any peculiarities in the church which might create a problem elsewhere?  Most churches have a few peculiarities in their practices/beliefs.  For instance, some churches are opposed to women deacons/pastors.  Gambling might be a big issue in a casino town.  The orientation class should firmly establish the church’s policy in any controversial areas.  This clarification can prevent future problems!          

· Church – The Church must make a new member’s class one of its highest priorities.  Here are some keys to such a class’s success:

1. The class must occur on a routine basis.  Due to the volume of new members some churches need such a class once a month.  Other churches can meet this need on a quarterly basis.  I would suggest that every church, though, maintain this class on at least a semi-annual basis.  

2. The class should be scheduled at a convenient time for the new members.  My own church currently does an orientation class patterned after Rick Warren’s C.L.A.S.S. 101 (see The Purpose Driven Church for a further explanation) on Sundays from 4 – 8 p.m.  We have chosen Sunday because it is the most available day during the week.  Some churches may wish to do this class during a Sunday School time; however, its success rate will vary because the same people will not attend each week.  

3. The class needs pastoral involvement.  This is a great opportunity for the pastor to bond with the new members in a purpose atmosphere.  The pastor should be the first speaker.  In so doing, he will set the mood for what is to come and why the class is so important to each new member.  

4. The class should be stimulating, informative, and rewarding.  This class is more important than any sermon!  If possible, use PowerPoint for a slide presentation.  Show a dvd history of the church! Be sure the refreshments/meal are first class.  I cannot overemphasize the importance of making this class a big, big deal.     

5. The class workbook should contain everything a new member wishes to know about the church.  My churches uses it as a one-stop shopping guide!  Each new member is provided a fill-in-the-blank workbook for the class, the church constitution, the church budget, the latest staff listing, plus the latest, greatest church directory complete with addresses and telephone numbers!  This material, therefore, becomes a source of constant reference even for me as the pastor!  

6. The class should require a commitment from each student to become involved in the church’s purpose.  This commitment may consist of a simple pledge for the new member to sign.      

Goal #7 - New members should attend worship services regularly.

Issue:  One of the keys to a successful marriage is a husband and wife regularly spending time with one another!  Such occasions deepen the marital relationship.  The same is true in church relationships.  We often hear, “Encourage the new members to attend worship services regularly.”  This is a good admonition, but it must be remembered that the final decision remains with the new member.  Therefore, the goal of the church should be one of making sure the pasture is always green!  The best encouragement to be in church is to have a church service worth attending!    

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – Once again, the AD’s primary role is to bring related issues to the attention of the leadership so that this goal can be enacted.  

1. Does a new member comprehend what is happening in an auditorium service?  Auditorium services, sometimes called worship services, are organized by longtime church members.  However, many new members come from a non-church background.  Does the auditorium service relate to them?  The AD can provide a valuable service by reviewing the service structure, music, sermon, and all the other items from the perspective of a new member.  In addition, he can follow up on his suspicions by speaking with the new members about anything they do not understand.  This is critically important because breaking into a new family is very difficult!  The church is a new family and it needs to grease the rails and smooth this process as much as possible.  

2. Does the church ever sing the new member’s favorite song?  Imagine hearing the music director announce to the church, “Let’s stand and sing p. 234.  This is a great song and it is the favorite song of Joe Doe, one of our newest members.  Where is John?  Wave your hand at me!  Let’s sing this song right!”  Such a simple deed conveys a sense of importance to each new member.  

3. The AD needs to oversee an attendance process for recording those in attendance.  In a small church such as my own, this can be done by means of a spreadsheet.  Our spreadsheet contains the names of everyone who occasionally attends our church.  The ushers check off those in attendance so we get a sense of who is/is not attending.  This data is then recorded in a computer file which gives us a sense of each individual’s attendance record.  The record helps identify those who are drifting away so follow-up contact can then be made.  In a larger church this can be done via a bulletin attachment.  Some bulletins have a cut-off tab which provides room for each person’s name, address, prayer requests, and communication with the church office, such as “interested in salvation” or “interested in church membership.” 

· Church – The auditorium service is the only time the entire church is together.  It is usually the largest service of the week with Sunday School or a Wednesday Discipleship program normally being second in attendance.  This service, therefore, can have tremendous impact upon the health of the church and the health of the new members.  Some churches mistakenly believe that this service needs to be exciting and dynamic.  They make “exciting and dynamic” their goal!  Cruel experiences teach us, however, that such a service must then become more exciting and more dynamic to maintain its effectiveness.  After a while, leaders can’t make it more exciting and more dynamic.  Simply put, none of us are that good!  May I suggest that “A good service is a service which meets the needs of those in attendance.”  For example, take a recent service and evaluate the following items:  

· The demographics of those in attendance.  Was the audience old, young, middle-aged, or a mixture?  There is no reason to preach on raising children to an audience of grandparents!  

· Those in actual attendance.  Sometimes this audience is different from the one we envision in our minds.  

· Human needs met in the service.  This means that each song needs to be examined for meaning.  Was there a time of fellowship?  What need did the message address?

Goal #8 - New members should identify unchurched friends and relatives and take specific steps to help them toward responsible church membership.   


Issue:  One of the signs of effective assimilation is when a new member reproduces himself in the lives of other people.  God’s goal for each Christian is that we reproduce ourselves in the lives of others.  This reproduction ideally consists of leading others to Christ for salvation!  Another sign includes a member inviting friends to join him at church!  This action is important because no one invites a friend to an embarrassing situation!  In this level of assimilation we see evidence of a contented spirit within the new member.    

· Roles:  

· Assimilation Director – The AD’s cycle with the new member is just about complete!  The new member is now bringing in new members.  It is time for a new cycle to begin!  Just as the AD was present at the beginning of the previous cycle, so he now has to be present at the end of that cycle in order to expedite the beginning of a new cycle.  Why do we emphasize the AD and not a new person?  It is that the AD fully understands the existing processes of assimilation AND is in the best position to keep the cycle intact.    

1. Is there a process to develop the new members in personal evangelism?  Each new member needs to be pointed in this direction by the AD.  Ironically, many churches do not have such a process.  They advocate the Great Commission, but do not allocate any resources to this need.  This problem is a leadership issue.  Sometimes I wish God would let all of us leaders experience the judgment seat of Christ before we become leaders so we could know with absolute certainty what God expects from us. I believe it would change each of our churches! But it doesn’t work that way!  If there is no personal development process in evangelism, it suggests the leadership is “hiding” behind other issues it feels more comfortable with.    

2. Is there a process to encourage a sharing of names for evangelism?  Every pastor knows the experience of churches praying for Aunt Nellie’s ingrown toenail and bypassing a prayer for the lost!  Sharing names and then praying for the lost raises the level of focus for everyone, including the new members.  But the new members cannot do this unless there is a process which provides the opportunity.              

3. Is there a process to move the names in Item #2 to the church visitation teams?  It is usually easier to visit someone who has some sort of connection with the church even if it is someone’s fourteenth cousin!  In addition, these names can be added to the church mailing list for special promotions!  

· Church – One of the greatest ways to expand church attendance is by tapping the new member’s family connections.  Most of our longtime members’ connections are already tapped out!  These new connections furnish great opportunity for evangelism.  Each new member represents a foot in the door to those homes.    

1. The church needs a continual emphasis on the cycle of reproduction.  “Each one reach one” is still God’s plan for building His church!  This cycle needs to be promoted time and time again in leadership meetings, sermons, and the church literature.  When was the last time this cycle was shared?  Can the church leadership share its meaning with the congregation?   

2. Conduct a survey of the small groups, such as the Sunday School classes, once a quarter to update the list of lost people represented by the class members.  This survey will take only a few minutes.  It will focus everyone’s mind on specific names, plus allow the new members to have a means of providing input.  This list should be forwarded to the evangelism director.   


Conclusion:  Every busy pastor needs an AD to keep the various processes operating smoothly!  Many of our church folks wear several hats, and some wear those hats at the very same time!  It is easy for things to fall through the cracks.  Unfortunately, it is very easy to allow new members to fall through the cracks.  The AD is our cement to seal the cracks!  


Who is the best candidate in your church to become an AD?  Does this candidate love people?  Can this candidate organize?  Does this candidate understand the concept of process?  


It takes time to properly train an AD.  There could even be resistance to such a position since 99.9% of our churches have never considered an AD.  However, the benefits are enormous for both the new member and the current members.  The benefits for the new member include a new church family...something that can truly be called an extension of his own personal family.  The benefits for the current members include thinking through their own processes, learning what an effective church should be doing and learning how best to solve the problems.  


Here is a synopsis of all that we have previously discussed under Issue 5:  

Assimilation Director Duties:

1. Provide a new member information form to be completed by the new member. 

2. Distribute the completed new member info form to the appropriate departments.  

3. Promote specific assimilation tables (based on hobbies, favorite teams, etc.) at a church fellowship.  

4. Raise the possibility of creating a new SS class for new members.  

5. Promote assimilation teams within each SS class.  

6. Educate the leaders on how to assimilate at church functions.  

7. Be sure each new member is assigned to a family ministry.  

8. Identify the spiritual gifts identification program.  
9. Coordinate an annual schedule with the director of the spiritual gifts program.  

10. Maintain a New Member’s Spreadsheet containing numerous data.

11. Identify potential new growth ministries based upon this spreadsheet data.

12. Constantly remind the leadership of the importance of a “greenhouse environment” for growing new members and new ministries.  

13. Identify the small group associated with each new member.  Highlight every new member who has not yet been assimilated into a small group.   

14. Identify new opportunities for small cell groups.  

15. Identify the small group most likely to assimilate the new member and provide him/her with the new member information.  

16. Inform the leadership of every new member not mapped to a small group.  

17. Suggest a “Small Group Advisor” to conduct a periodic refresher course in small group dynamics.  

18. Coordinate a bulletin article advertising each small group’s benefits to the new members. 
19. Invite the new member to be part of a telephone/email prayer chain.  

20. Update the email mass mailings with the new member’s email address.   

21. Make sure offering envelopes/budget have been distributed to the new members on a timely basis.

22. Provide open financial disclosure.  

23. Coordinate the New Member’s Orientation Class.  

24. Investigate developing a DVD of the church history and staff for new members.  

25. Review the auditorium services from a new member’s perspective for difficult-to-understand items.  

26. Encourage the use of the new member’s favorite songs during his initiation period.

27. Develop a spreadsheet for recording attendance in the auditorium.  

28. Review the process/schedule for training new members in personal evangelism with the Evangelism Director.  

29. Create in coordination with the Evangelism Director a means of obtaining prospect names from the new members.  

30. Organize the First Impression Teams.  

31. Remind the leadership to update their family ministry list.  

32. Encourage a Family Prayer Time with a special prayer for the most recent new members.  

33. During the greeting time, introduce potential assimilators to the new members based upon similarities in lifestyle/hobbies, etc.  

34. Give personal time to every new member during the first twelve months of membership.   
35. Provide an assimilation report in the leadership meetings as to how many people have been assimilated into a small group.  
ISSUE 6:  WHOM CAN I EFFECTIVELY ASSIMILATE?


“I’d like to join your church!”  That statement is music to a pastor’s ears.  However, the pastor’s real concern at this time should be whether his church is the right church for that person who wishes to join!  Maybe it is!  But then again, maybe it is not.  If it is the latter then beware!  A round peg does not fit smoothly into a square hole!  One might force it to fit, but the round peg will no longer be round and the square hole will no longer be square!  Before long both the round peg and the square hole will be saying, “Ouch!  Why did you do this to us?” 


Have you ever tried to put a round peg in a square hole?  One thing is for certain: the difficulty of doing or even attempting this does not reflect in the annual church reports.  If your church is like mine, then the annual church reports reflect the total number baptized, received by transfer, dismissed by transfer/death.  You may even develop success ratios from these numbers based upon the total attendance or membership.  These numbers often serve as a measurement of our church’s effectiveness in comparison with other churches of similar size.  Unfortunately, those numbers do not fully reflect what is happening within the numbers, and sometimes our thirst for numbers leads us to some serious mistakes.  


Sometimes the church as an institution is to blame for the mistakes; at other times the church leadership is to blame.  The leadership creates a mindset to continually add, add, add, and add some more!  Some pastor’s compensation packages are even tied to these numbers.  The premise among some is, “If the pastor is not adding members, then he’s not doing his job!”  


This belief creates a problem of adding people solely for the purpose of adding people.  In so doing we often add the wrong people!  We add people that will never work out in our church.  We add people that have created major problems in prior churches!  We add people who just showed up for the first time!  


Did anyone ask, “Is the new member candidate a round peg or a square peg?  Is our church a round hole or a square hole?”  Who knows?  Who even cares?  After all, we have added someone and our numbers look so gooooooood!     


Then problems arise!  But, then again, how could there be problems?  After all, we added someone and apparently fulfilled our duty. But something isn’t quite right.  Have you ever been there and done that?   

The most obvious answer is that something was missing in the new member process.  That something can often lead to a first-class mess with devastating results for the new member, the new member’s sponsor inside the membership, as well as the entire church.  


The purpose of investigating this particular issue is to help the leadership develop a more advanced mind-set in accepting new members.  Believe it or not, assimilation is much more than just adding a new member to the numbers!  


Here is the key: we are not assimilating to membership; we are instead assimilating to a purpose!  This is a much different mindset than exists in most churches.  


There are two main elements we need to consider.  The first element involves understanding the purpose of the church and its implications to the new member.  The second element involves understanding the new member’s purpose and its many implications to the membership!  

1.  Understanding and relating the purpose of the church
Some churches have a purpose statement and a mission statement; some have only one.  Here are some questions we need to think through:

Is the purpose of the church clear and precise?

One way to determine this is to visit the Junior High Sunday School class and ask them to explain the purpose statement in writing.  I would not allow any class discussion until after the evaluation statements are completed.  Class discussions have a tendency to shape class opinion.  It is best to get the individual student’s opinion before getting the overall class opinion.  Another option is to have a meeting with your most recent new members and ask them to write a similar report.  Either method will provide the leadership with a fresher look at the purpose statement.  How does this apply to the prospective new member?  It helps him understand what he is signing up for!   

Does the purpose have broad church approval?
Many purpose statements are written by the pastor/leadership, memorized by the pastor/leadership, practiced by the pastor/leadership, but have absolutely zero impact on the church body.  

On the other hand, a properly implemented purpose statement permeates the entire organization with a common mindset which then leads to common goals.  This process leads to a much healthier church!  

For instance, the purpose statement even aids in conflict resolution.  How?  First, the purpose statement often prevents some problems from ever occurring because people who think alike have fewer disagreements.  

Second, the purpose statement serves as a referee in conflict resolution.  When conflict does arise, one can ask, “What exactly is our purpose?”  The focus then shifts from personalities/personal preferences to purpose.  I have been able to resolve several difficulties in this manner.  

Third, the purpose statement provides much needed direction to directionless sheep!  One pastor continually asks his church, “Will this bring people to Jesus?”  This simple six word purpose statement points everyone in the right direction!  However, remember this approach cannot work unless the purpose statement has broad approval.  It may take months, even years for the entire church to accept the importance of a purpose statement.  Do not give up hope!  The purpose statement is the glue that provides direction in both ministry and conflict resolution!!  It must have broad approval.  Broad approval has the weight to bring the erring sheep into line very quickly!   

How does the purpose statement mindset apply to the prospective new member?  It provides an understanding that there are no loose cannon ministries permitted in the church!  Everyone, including the pastor and leadership, operates under the authority of the church as indicated in the church’s purpose statement!  The “loose cannons” will sense this ideal very quickly; they may even choose to try elsewhere.  

In addition, the purpose statement helps the new member realize he must change for the church rather than expect the church to change for him!  We at Pollard strongly emphasize this principle with our new members.  We believe they need to understand that we think differently from most churches and that they, in time, will develop a new way of thinking about God’s work.  Sometimes our new prospects struggle with that statement.  They look at me as if I am from a different planet!  Be sure your prospects understand your game plan prior to tying the knot!  


What is the main accomplishment of a purpose statement?  It promotes a mindset or way of thinking which can be an important guide throughout the entire assimilation process.  


 Remember, we are not assimilating prospects to membership; we are instead assimilating to a purpose!  Can you as a pastor articulate this concept to your church leadership?  How about to your membership?  What about to the new member candidates?  


Quite honestly, this is something I failed to do during the early years of my ministry.  I, like many of you, was too church focused to be purpose focused.  It has taken a number of years for me to make the transition to “purpose assimilation” because this transition requires the establishment of a totally new mindset, which takes time!  So be patient in your own transition and be sure to exercise even greater patience with your church!  After all, it took you many years to get to this point; it will take you many years to transition to this new pattern of thinking.     

How does the leadership present the church’s purpose?

 
A purpose statement is only effective if it is implemented!  This means it must be kept constantly in front of the people!  The church bulletin, the announcement slides, and pastor’s messages are great ways of keeping the church’s purpose in front of the people.  

The new members, though, do not have the advantage of being surrounded by the purpose as the membership does.  Some new steps may be needed to provide specialized instruction to your prospects!  Here are two simple tools that any church can use.   

New Member Interview.  We at Pollard conduct what is essentially a new member interview.  We explain up front that we expect our members to make a major commitment to our church’s purpose.  Our purpose is to help everyone “become complete in Christ in worship, fellowship, discipleship, evangelism, and ministry.”  Some churches look for tithers or musicians or teachers; we look for people who will commit to our purpose.  If they are willing to commit, then it naturally follows that they will become involved in some ministry.  Jesus said in John 8:31, “You are truly my disciples if you keep obeying my teachings. And you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)    

Does your church conduct a new member interview?  Here are some suggested ways.  

1. Schedule a time when an hour is available for a good discussion. 

2. Try to schedule the meeting in the prospect’s home.  I have always felt this was the least I could do for a prospect!  Each new member deserves some time alone with the church leader/pastor.  Every man’s home is also his castle!  The family will be honored to have the leader bless their home!   

3. Utilize the church leaders in conducting such an interview.  Think back to our previous issue: does the purpose statement have broad church approval?  This approval begins with the pastor, feeds through the next level of leadership, then feeds into the congregation.  If the pastor conducts this visit, then he should do his best to invite another church leader to join him.  Your church may have a Deacon’s Family Ministry in which you designate your new members to a specific leader (such as a deacon).  Go ahead and pre-assign the prospect to the church leader!  This leader can then begin his work of assimilating the prospect!  Through using the leader you both bless the leader and excite the leader in training the rest of the membership about the purpose statement!

4. Explain the church’s purpose as specifically as possible. The conversation may go something like this:  “We are not looking for new members to come and sit.  We are looking for new members who want to grow and become all they can be for Jesus.  We especially target five areas for personal development: worship, evangelism, fellowship, ministry, and discipleship.  If you become complete in those five areas you will become very special!”  

5. Challenge the prospect to accept God’s call!  Jesus said, “Pick up your cross and come and follow me.”  Our purpose statement indicates that our goal is to develop people into twenty-four hour a day Christians.  

6. Provide the time to answer the new member’s questions.  New converts may not have any questions; however, church attendees may have many questions!  Be sure that you honestly answer these questions.   

7. Leave a New Member’s Information form with the prospect.  Pollard Baptist’s current form is found at the end of this chapter.  It is a great way to let the new member know you are interested in him!  Be sure to give him a specific date to return the form; then make a big deal of it when the form is returned to you!  We print excerpts from this form in our church bulletin!  This is an effective way to introduce the new member to the entire membership.  Notice that we are even interested in the prospect’s hobbies!  Hobbies are a great way of assimilating!

Pre-Membership Class.  My church also presents a four-hour seminar called C.L.A.S.S. 101 (“Discovering Church Membership”) which is very similar to the class designed by Rick Warren in his own purpose-driven concept.  Some churches mistakenly treat this class as a denominational doctrine class.  It is best to distinguish these two classes because each accomplishes a different purpose.  

“Discovering Church Membership” is an orientation class which acquaints our new members with a broad overview of our church purpose.  It is much broader than our New Member Interview.  We want all of our new members to clearly understand what we intend to do with them!  We view each new member as God’s investment to us.  We, in turn, have been entrusted with the responsibility of helping these individuals to grow!  We explain our current growth strategy, our methodology and organization, etc.  On the other hand, a doctrine class orients the new member to our own denominational doctrines.  

Our church typically receives fifteen – twenty new members annually.  Therefore, it is not practical for us to conduct the orientation class on a monthly basis as some larger churches do.  Our goal is to present this material at least twice annually in a 4 – 8 pm Sunday session complete with a meal.  This seminar is open to every prospect plus every existing member who has rededicated his life to Christ.   

We point our prospects to this class as a pre-membership or early membership class.  If, however, the prospect wishes to join prior to 101 we make absolutely certain that we conduct the interview described above.  

This interview is one advantage of a smaller church.  Due to the sheer volume of new members, larger churches must often use a class such as C.L.A.S.S. 101 as their interview process.  

Perhaps you can implement both steps in presenting your purpose.  After all, double-emphasis is double reinforcement!  

What is your current strategy?  How effective is this strategy?  Where can it be improved?  How many people are currently employed in explaining this strategy?    

Receiving new members is a time of great joy in any church!  So spread the joy by incorporating as many leaders as possible in the assimilation process.   

2.  Understanding the new member’s purpose


Determining what the new member purposes or intends to do in the church is the second major issue in determining who can best be assimilated.  Making this determination is where the rubber meets the road and we get the biggest bang for the buck - or should I say the most reward for the effort?


We leaders must make certain that the purpose of the new member candidate matches the purpose of the existing church.  I refer to this as the art of matching expectations!  I strongly urge you leaders to think this issue through because it can save much work as well as save the church much hurt!    


For example, a person may go to McDonald’s and place an order for some Chinese food.  Well, he may place the order, but he is unlikely to be pleased with the manager’s response!  McDonald’s is indeed a great place to eat!  McDonald’s has gotten a lot of my money through the years, too, but McDonald’s is not the right restaurant for those who are hungry for Chinese food!  


The same holds true in assimilating people.  When I was young in the ministry, my father taught me, “You can’t steal satisfied sheep.  If the person is happy then the person will stay.  If the person is unhappy, then the person will likely leave.”  How true!  Most people don’t want to attend a church that makes them unhappy!  However, if their expectations are being met, they are much more likely to be happy and to participate in the church’s ministry and to stay!  


This is the art of heavenly matchmaking, of matching expectations so there is no disappointment twelve months down the road which results in a bitter divorce.  


Would your church think of calling a candidate for the pastorate who has a purpose contrary to your church’s purpose?  Of course not.  That call would create chaos!  However, all pastors lean in one direction - how far they lean and the direction they lean is something the church needs to know before calling the next pastor!      


For instance, some pastors can’t think of anything except evangelism.  To them everyone is to be a soulwinner!  As a matter of fact, no one should even be considered for a position unless he/she is involved in soulwinning!  Wonder how that position would go over in your own church?  In many cases this candidate would not make it past the first interview, because many church bodies have different expectations.  


Some pastors are more into politics or social issues.  Is your church primarily biased in favor of one political party?  Is that party also the pastor’s party?  Wonder how his outspoken political views would go over?      


Here is one factor to consider: most people have an agenda in life and they live to execute that agenda.  Promoting an agenda is not necessarily good or bad.  It is just the way God made each one of us.  However, does that person’s agenda tie to the church’s agenda or does it run contrary to the church’s agenda?

Let’s think through some important issues that either encourage or discourage effective assimilation of new members.  

Core doctrinal beliefs

The first question to be answered is, “Does your church have a core set of biblical beliefs?”  Some emphasize biblical teachings down to dotting the i and crossing the t.  One dear saint said, “I think the only two people in this church who really believe the Bible are my wife and I.  And sometimes I’m not even sure about my wife!”  


I’ve been in churches where every statement is scrutinized for possible error!  Woe to that pastor who misquotes a single verse!  He’ll hear about it as soon as the service is over.


On the other hand, I spoke many years ago in a Baptist church on a subject which Baptists universally believe - but not in that church!  Their expressions made that clear!  I found myself wondering in the middle of my message, “Did I misread the church’s name on the door?”  It was not a pleasant experience because our expectations were different!        


What about your own church?  Your church may consider itself very strong in denominational beliefs.  Your church may place great emphasis on twenty or more important teachings including such specific items as a pretribulational, premillennial view of prophecy.  Then again, you may have only a few core beliefs such as the identity of God, the way of salvation, and one or two other items.    


Here, though, is the question you must ask:  are our beliefs for sale?  Some churches will compromise their beliefs in order to receive a big tither even though he believes much differently from the church.  In time his power/influence will exert pressure on the church’s core beliefs.  James has much to say about this in his little book, but so often we don’t think it will happen to us!  


So, are your own church’s beliefs up for sale?  Or do you preserve your church’s core beliefs when you receive new members?  Then again, is this even an issue for your church?  Your answer needs to match the expectation of the new member candidate!  


Most new converts do not have a biblical background which establishes a personal level of expectations.  However, many new member candidates are transfers from other churches.  They may have a core set of beliefs!  It is best to see if their beliefs match those of the church prior to the wedding!  After all, their entire purpose in life may be straightening out your church!

Distinguishing core beliefs

There are many denominations because of disagreements on certain core beliefs.  Each denomination has certain distinguishing beliefs!  These distinctions matter to most but not all Christians.  Determining the importance of these distinctions is imperative to matching expectations.  Mentioned below are four core beliefs which are quite divisive in modern day Christianity.  

1.  Armenian versus Calvinistic theology.  For example, one point of disagreement is in the area of eternal security.  Does the blood of Jesus save forever or can a Christian lose his salvation?  Many new converts are very pliable in this area.  However, some (like me) are rock-hard in their beliefs.  They will insist on presenting their own belief system.  If your church has a strong preference toward this issue then the new prospect needs to understand that.  “We teach such-and-such here.  Will you be happy with that?  If not, perhaps you should try another church which teaches what you believe.”  I stress that most new converts, along with many older converts do not have an opinion on these issues...but sorting out those that do is critical to matching expectations.  

2.  Charismatic versus non-Charismatic theology.  The issues of healing and speaking in tongues are also very divisive issues in some churches.  Your church may have a clear position on these issues.  If it does, it would be mismatching expectations to bring a hardcore believer of the opposite position into your church.  Many new converts have no preference and are therefore very adaptable.  However, the hardcore believers are a different issue.  Beware!  They may intend to convert you to their beliefs!  After all, in their eyes you may not be as spiritual/biblical as they and they have been sent by God to straighten out your beliefs!  

3.  Women issues.  Some churches support the concept of women pastors and women deacons.  Other churches feel a woman pastor is the ruination of Christianity!  If this is an issue in your church, then make sure your prospects understand this issue before they join!  It is always best to assimilate people of like or pliable beliefs!  It is nearly impossible to assimilate people of opposing beliefs!  

4.  King James Version versus other versions.  I am sure that every reader of these pages is a Bible believer!  Our interpretations may vary, but yet we believe firmly that the Word of God is truly the Word of God!  Some of us are very comfortable in the use of other translations; others of us prefer only the King James Version.  I once passed a church which had the following message on its outside sign:  “Still preaching the King James Version!”  This was the motto on their radio program, too!  You may disagree with their belief, but at least they were up front about their position!  (I hope, though, they were actually preaching about Jesus from the King James Version!)  What translation to use is a big issue in some fundamentalist circles.  How strict is your church on the use of other translations?    Most people do not make an issue of this but there is a minority of people who do treat this issue like it is the key to Christianity’s future!  One can see that matching expectations eliminates many future problems.             

Distinguishing Church Styles

There are differences between denominations, but it is interesting to note there are also differences between churches within the same denomination.  Here are several differences to consider:  

1.  Seeker-oriented versus member-oriented.  One of the phenomena that arose in the 1990’s is the seeker-oriented service.  The seeker service is designed for non-members with little or no previous church experience.  The messages and music are on that level.  This methodology conflicts with the average church service pattern for current members who already possess some knowledge of the Bible and hymns.  The percentage of member-oriented services is well in excess of 95% of the total services in Christianity.  However, it is always possible your new-member prospect comes from the other 5%!

2.  Music versus Bible teaching.  Some folks want deep Bible preaching on a level far above my own style.  Other folks want music, music, and more music.  Some churches sing until they are sung out then give the remaining time to the message!  Some folks want a church where they are free to offer a testimony!  What is the focus of your church? I suggest that you monitor the time allocated to each of the major activities in your services to get a better sense of your own style.  Through the years you attract people who prefer that style.  My own church does a number of bridge events to attract people inside our walls.  These bridge events do not always convey an accurate sense of who we are as a church.  It is possible people may misread who we are and think we are the perfect church for them!  If I sense a potential problem in a prospect, I suggest that the prospect wait until he gets a clear sense of what the balance is in our church.  Our church emphasizes balance!  It also tries to operate on a level that everyone, including a new convert, can comprehend!  Your church, though, may have a different focus!        

Distinguishing social issues

Social issues can be a critical area for some people since they prefer to leave their Christianity within the church walls and live their own lifestyle outside the church walls!  Here are some issues that may be encountered by any church:
1.  Living together outside of marriage.  Many “Christian” couples see nothing wrong with this.  When I first entered the ministry, pastors did not routinely encounter this issue.  Times, though, have changed.  Your membership rules probably include a church covenant which indicates the expected lifestyle of your members.  This covenant should be shared with prospective members.    Unrepentant lifestyles should be reproved as Paul did in I Corinthians chapter 5.  It is interesting that Paul ordered the Corinthian church to dismiss a brother guilty of this very sin, but many churches today knowingly receive people into their membership who are co-habiting outside marriage.  Sometimes these people begin teaching classes in just a short time!  

2.  Gambling.  For example, is the lottery right or wrong?  This social concern is a growing issue in modern day America.  A pastor friend told me of a church on the Mississippi River which had to take a stand on this issue.  The music director announced he was going to work on a gambling riverboat so he immediately resigned his positions in the church.  He explained, “I know the church’s position is against gambling, but this is my decision.  Therefore, here is my resignation.”  A difficult church situation was averted because the church had a clear position on this social issue. 

3.  Homosexuality.  This will be one of the hot issues in the 21st century!  Thank God, the Bible is plain on this issue.  There is a difference between loving a sinner’s soul and accepting a sinner’s sin.  The church is to receive members who have repented of their sins!  It is not to receive members who are still living in their sins!  The church of Jesus Christ is to be a light before a darkened, decaying world!  Some years ago two great saints of God appraised the coming environment, looked at each other, and one said, “The time is coming when we will be as rare as a pelican in the wilderness!”  (This was a paraphrase of Psalm 102:6).  The other said, “I believe that time is already here!”         


What other issues distinguish your church?  It is important to understand those issues which make your church what it is!  Why?  It is nearly impossible to assimilate into one’s church people who have opposing views on the major issues.  Opposing views do not build; they only destroy and create conflict!  Do your best to understand who you are, who your prospect is, and whether you are good for each other.  

Benefits to matching expectations


One of my daughters recently entered a master’s program in one of this nation’s outstanding universities.  It did not take long for her to become disheartened.  What was the most disheartening issue?  It was coming to grips with what the school was expecting from her after she had enrolled versus what the school said it would expect before she enrolled.  The expectations had been misrepresented!  Even the number of required years of study had grown!  It did not take long before she began exploring other options!  (She eventually graduated with that master’s degree!)  

Matching expectations is just being up front and honest with people.  It is not deceiving people or promising items you can never deliver.  It is helping people to understand what they are signing up for!  

Matching expectations benefits God’s work in the following three ways:  

1.  Better allocation of our time.  Does your church abide by the 80/20 rule?  This rule states that 80% of the work is done by 20% of the people!  In other words, 20% of the people are horribly overworked.  Usually the pastoral staff is the most overworked of all!  Therefore, shouldn’t we allocate our time and resources as wisely as possible in recruiting new members?  God established a principle in the Bible which many of us have forgotten that, “No church can appeal to everyone.”  How do I know this?  It is because God has given us many different kinds of churches – not just through denominations but through varieties within those denominations.  Remember that one of the keys to effective assimilation is matching expectations!  God made everyone with different expectations; He also designs churches with different expectations.  God matches the expectations of various individuals with the expectations of various churches.  As a pastor, I would like to think that everyone would fit in at Pollard!  But as a pragmatist I recognize that Pollard works best with only a select group.  This helps me better understand my target audience and to allocate my time toward them.  I trust God to lead others to allocate their time toward those I am unlikely to reach!  

2.  Clear target audience.  Who can your church most effectively reach?  Some churches have a tremendous ministry with lower income people.  It is unlikely they will have success targeting millionaires!  Our church’s core beliefs make it unlikely we will have success with transfers from certain non-Baptist denominations.  Accordingly, these folks are given a lower priority in our outreach program.  Who then do we emphasize?  Our mindset is driven by the Great Commission of reaching the lost with the gospel of Jesus Christ.  This has a great advantage over targeting transfers from other churches.  Most new converts do not have a religious past which hinders the assimilation process whereas every transfer brings excess baggage with him/her!  Quite honestly, I prefer working with someone who is more pliable and doesn’t have to be re-taught!    

3.  Preservation of church unity.  Romans 12:16 (NIV) encourages us to “live in harmony with one another.”  Feuding churches accomplish very little of eternal value because they are fixated on the immediate!  Many of these difficulties arise because of mismatched expectations.  
I had a woman call once to say she liked our church and would like to join but she wanted to be sure we contributed to the animal clinic!  I shared with her that our tithes and offerings were used to support world evangelism.  Guess what?  She never attended again.  Thank God, she never made it to the point of becoming a blessed addition!      

Unity is more than unity in doctrine; it is also unity in purpose!  It is great that someone wishes to unite with our church, but are they committed to the same goal?  Pollard’s stated goal is to help each member “become complete in Christ” in the five purposes of evangelism, worship, fellowship, ministry, and discipleship.  We make this plain to all of our prospects.  When a difficulty arises, we remind the member that “this is what you signed up for.”  This reminder solves many difficulties!    

So whom can you best assimilate?  The word “best” implies there is a rating system that allows a “best” category to be determined.  Likewise, there is also a “better” category!  Let us not forget there is also a “worst” category as well.  


How can you determine your best assimilation prospects?  The following exercise should help make this determination.  

Exercise #5:  Identifying Our Best Prospect Category.
1. Design a spreadsheet.  You may add columns or subtract columns based upon your own needs.   

2. In Column 1 (“Name”) make a list of the people (all ages) who have joined your church in the past seven years. Do this even if you have replaced pastors during this time. 

3. In Columns 2 - 4 identify the type of person in Column 1.  Here are the categories per column:  

· Column 2 “Age” (RET = Retired, WAWC = working age with children at home, WANC = working age without children at home, SCH = school age including college for those age 22 and below).  

· Column 3 “Join” (BAP = Baptized, TR = Transfer)

· Column 4 “Sponsor” (YES = person’s initial contact with the church was through a current attendee; NO = person’s initial contact with the church was through an advertisement, mailing, cold visit, block party, etc.)  

4. In Column 5 record the orientation level of the new member.  

· Column 5 – “New Member Interview” (1 = Yes, 0 = No)

· Column 6 – “New Member Class” (1 = Yes, 0 = No)

· Column 7 – “Acceptance” (If the new member pledged to support the church’s purpose indicate 1 for Yes.  If not, indicate 0 for No.)

5. In Column 8 record the new member’s expectations (Exp) when he joined your church.  What did you know about this person before he joined?  What did this new member expect in terms of programs, services, and ministry?  Here are the categories per column.

· Column 8 “Doctrine Exp” (Y = agrees with your core doctrines, N = disagrees with your core doctrines, 0 = no current position.  Note: Many new converts have no doctrinal views whereas others have certain views because of their family background.)  

· Column 9 “Ministry To Them Exp” (Make a list of your various ministries.  Record those ministries which benefited the new member prior to membership.  Ministries may include senior adult, music, children, missions, etc.  You might want to make each ministry a separate column.).      

· Column 10 “Ministry To Us Exp” (Indicate the ministries that this person wished to be involved in.  The New Members Information Form highlights ministries which have special appeal to this member.)  

· Column 11 “Other Exp” (Each individual’s needs are different.  You might find something unique to record in this column!)    

6. In Columns 12 – 15 compare the new member’s expectations with reality (Real). 

· Column 12 “Doctrine Real” (Review column 8; record “1” if the expectation was achieved, “-1” if the expectation was not achieved.  If Column 8’s score is zero, record “1” in column 12.)

· Column 13 “Ministry To Them Real” (Review column 9; record “1” if the expectation was achieved, “-1” if the expectation was not achieved.)

· Column 14 “Min To Us Real” (Review column 10; record “1” if the expectation was achieved, “-1” if the expectation was not achieved.)

· Column 15 “Other Real” (Review column 11; record “1” if the expectation was achieved, “-1” if the expectation was not achieved.  If Column 11 was blank, record a 0.)

7. In Column 16 grade the assimilation success regarding this new member.  The grade is determined by adding the scores in columns 5, 6, 7, 12, 13, 14, and 15.   

8. In Column 17 indicate if the person still attends your church.  It is possible someone passed away or moved away.  If this is the case, make your best guess on whether that person would likely still attend your church.  (Y = Yes, N = No.)  

9. Analysis:  

· Sort the data based upon column 17. 

· Develop an average score for each category (those still attending and those no longer attending).  

· Continue your analysis in the following areas.

· Which category has the highest score?  

· Which age group did you retain at the highest rate?

· What is the baptism/transfer ratio among those who still attend?

· How relevant was a sponsor to the retention?  (This is a judgment decision and may require discussion.)  Why or why not?  

· Divide the participants into groups of five.  Each group conducts a separate evaluation of the other categories in columns 5, 6, 7, 12, 13, 14, and 15.  Rank these categories in order of importance to the new members based upon the spreadsheet evaluation.  The item of greatest importance is ranked 1, the item of next greatest importance is ranked 2.  Develop a brief analysis of each category.  Last, write one sentence in which you identify the type of person you are most likely to assimilate as far as age, church background, etc.    

· Return to the entire group and provide your report.  Your report may disagree with the other reports.  This is fine.  It provides opportunity for discussion and furthers the learning process.

· Last, make a list of the potential new members you are currently courting.  Evaluate them based upon the evaluation columns.  Devise the necessary steps to begin the assimilation process of these prospects.  These steps should also identify the specific person/people who is to be part of this process.      
New Member’s Application / Information

Four Requirements for Church Membership:

1. Salvation:  Have you committed your life to Jesus Christ and trusted Him for your salvation? ________  When? ________  Where? ______________ 

2. Baptism:  Have you been baptized by immersion by a Baptist Church after you committed your life to Christ?  _________  When?  _______________  Where? ______________________________________________________

Do you want to be baptized at our church?  _________________

3. C.L.A.S.S. 101:  Have you completed “Discovering Church Membership #101?  ________________  Date:  _______________

4. Covenant:  Do you wish to abide by our Membership Covenant?  _______
Name:                              






 

Address:  
                                








City/State/Zip Code: 
                    







Mailing Address (If different)___________________________________________

Birthday (month/day/year):___________  Wedding Anniversary:______________

Telephone: 
            
     E-Mail:__________________________________

Occupation or School/Grade:_______________________________________

Work Telephone:___________________________________________________

MY FAMILY

(If under the age of 18)

Name of Mother: ______________________Father:_____________________                   
Brothers/Sisters: _________________________________________________

(If married and/or a parent)

Name of Spouse:_______________________ Is Spouse a Member?______

Names and Birth dates of Children: ________________________________
______________________________________________________________
Hobbies/Area of Interest: 

                






Favorite Gospel Song(s): 
                                   




Favorite Bible Verse:                                                                     


Potential Areas of Service:  (please check all that apply)

[ ] Choir

[ ] Singles

[ ] Usher

[ ] Van Driver/Maint

[ ] Musician

[ ] Seniors

[ ] Homebound
[ ] Sound System    

[ ] Nursery

[ ] Teacher

[ ] Visitation
[ ] Drama

[ ] Children

[ ] Hospitality    
[ ] Missions

[ ] Publicity 

[ ] Teen Youth
[ ] Decorations
[ ] Baptist Men
[ ] Vac Bible Sch

[ ] Children’s Church
 [ ]Women’s Missionary Union     [ ] Puppets

Testimony of Salvation (Time and Place):







ISSUE 7:  ASSIMILATING THROUGH SMALL GROUPS

How big was your family when you were a child?  I come from a small family, but my wife’s family is a different story.  My wife is one of six children.  Their family was always at home and that means their friends were always coming and going, too.  Then throw in the aunts and uncles and cousins...well, you get the idea!  The Wiseman household was a place where you were smothered by togetherness, fellowship, and companionship.


I have often described my wife’s family as the original Walton family.  It is the most unique family I have ever experienced.  In many ways it is a throwback to the old Walton television show.  Sometimes I wonder if the television show was actually patterned after my wife’s family!  


Do you remember marrying your spouse and trying to break into your spouse’s family?  That is an impossible assignment for some.  It was a simple assignment, though, for me.  

My mother-in-law presented a special gift to my wife on the day of our wedding that has tremendous meaning to me.  It was a poem by Mae Deck Hiatt titled “To The Bride.”  I shared it with the family at my mother-in-law’s funeral, because this poem expresses why the Wiseman family became so big with so few problems.  The poem said,

“There are many kinds of circles,

Such as earth, or coins we spend;

But they all have this in common:

No beginning and no end.

The circlet on your finger

Which today proclaims you wife

Is a symbol of completeness

To surround you all your life.

Our family is a circle, too,

Composed of kith and kin.
Without a break, we widen it

To let your husband in.”


That poem has tremendous application to our churches, also.  Each new member desires to become married to the collective whole, and it requires an effort from the whole to widen the circle and allow that person in.


However, for a person to become married to the whole church is an impossibility!  There are too many people!  Even the pastor cannot remember everyone’s names; how then can an average member know everyone and feel a part of everyone?  


Each person has our own circle of friends outside the church.  Those friends give us our sense of significance.  We connect with them in ways we do not connect with others.  


We also develop our own circle of friends within the church!  Some may develop a circle of friends with those in the auditorium, but it is much more likely that people will develop their circle of friends with those in a small group.  Sharing telephone numbers with someone in an auditorium handshake is hard, but it’s much more feasible in a small group!  

Understanding the Power of Small Groups


Small groups represent one of the most powerful assimilation tools in our churches.  Pastors have a tendency to overlook this fact because they focus more on their own auditorium ministry.  I concur that the auditorium ministry is an important ministry, but in recent years, I have received a new appreciation for how the auditorium ministry is actually a feeder ministry into the heart of our church and the heart of our church is small groups!   


Everyone needs a family!   Each of us is a part of the family of man but that’s not good enough!  Small groups are God’s solution for creating a family atmosphere within the church.  


The church bulletin of Houston Northwest Baptist Church contains this catchy phrase, “Join a small group and get connected!”  “Connected” to a small group, otherwise known as a support group, is exactly what every person needs.  


What kinds of small groups can a church have?  Obviously, the larger the church the more you can have!  These groups can run the gamut!  Think about Bible study, quilting, exercising, praying, etc.  All one must do is identify a need/hobby and there is an opportunity for a small group.  


Some small churches mistakenly believe they are too small for such groups.  Size is critical to doing many things.  However, even the smallest church can have a successful small group ministry if it is aware of some simple guidelines.   

1. Groups offer many choices to help members become connected to one another. The menu approach has much merit in it!  I Corinthians 12 indicates that each person is different.  Christian growth also indicates that each person is at a different point in his own growth cycle.  Some groups can be designed for young Christians; others can be designed for more mature Christians.  If your church is small, think of just one more small group that might make a difference to your church!  

2. Groups offer these choices at different times.  We live in a time conscious age.  The successful churches of the future will increasingly adapt to the time schedules of their membership.       

3. Groups provide opportunity for sharing.  Some of us experience great joy in teaching others.  We need to understand, however, that in most cases the day of the lecture is dead!  The lecture has now been replaced by facilitating or guiding discussions.  

4. Groups have a maximum size potential.  Small group dynamics fade quickly when a group has more than fifteen people.  I began my ministry as an associate pastor in a rural church.  During that time we felt led to combine the three adult Sunday School classes into one auditorium class.  This was done because of a shortage of teachers.  Interestingly, the church attendance actually grew as a result of this change to a record Sunday School average of 103.  This growth, however, was likely not the result of the class but of other very positive items occurring in the church.  In other words, sometimes the real reason something occurs is not as obvious as you think!  Many years have now passed.  It appears to me now that this combined class did not adequately grow our people.  This large class eliminated participation.  We replaced fifty participants with one lecturer.  Secondly, the large class stymied teacher development.  Just as pastors are not born automatically to be orators, neither are teachers born automatically to be teachers.  They are best developed through trial and error.  Thirdly, the large class provided no means for sharing personal needs in an easy-to-discuss forum
5. Large groups can create small subgroups.  As indicated above, in my first church we combined the adults into one class.  We immediately recognized that we had lost something precious.  After recognizing our loss, we preserved the large group for Sunday School, but then created a subgroup for fellowship and sharing.  We referred to it as a “class meeting.”  This subgroup eventually averaged about twenty people.  These folks met in homes for a lesson, prayer and fellowship.  It worked!  It restored the dynamics we needed for assimilating one another...but only for twenty people.  This subgroup actually received better reviews than the combined Sunday morning class.  Wonder why?  It became a very valuable tool for introducing new members to our church.  So think small!  

Do you want to create a caring church?  Then try small groups throughout your organization.  Small groups could be renamed “support groups.”  When small groups become support groups, the entire church is now involved in sharing one another's burdens.  Paul said in Galatians 6:2 (Holman) “Carry one another’s burdens; in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”  That idea is heaven to a pastor, but, most important, it is the way God always intended it to be.  I Corinthians 12:26 (Holman) says, “If one member suffers, all the members suffer with it.”    


That support group then can make hospital visits, send cards to the sick, make telephone calls to the dropouts, provide dollars for the needy, even take care of one another’s children!  That’s the type of stuff that excels in a small group atmosphere. 


Guess what?  This is exactly what happened in the early church, too!   Acts 2:46 mentions that the early church broke bread from house to house.  Those houses weren’t the size of modern day church auditoriums!  This means the early church was built around the backbone of small groups!  


Acts 5:42 mentions that the apostles followed a strategy of evangelizing from house to house, a strategy which allowed them to later establish churches in those same houses.  We read about the church that was in the house of Priscilla and Aquila (Romans 16:5) as well as the church that was in the house of Nymphas (Colossians 4:5).  Imagine that!  A church which was basically just a small group.  


Perhaps the most famous small group of all is the twelve apostles of Jesus Christ.  Jesus could have chosen a thousand...ten thousand...but He started instead with twelve.  Mark 3:14 (KING JAMES VERSION) says, “And he ordained twelve, that they should be with him, and that he might send them forth to preach.”  Jesus did not send out twelve loose cannons!  He instead kept them under His wings for personal instruction.  As a matter of fact, most of Jesus’ sayings in the gospels are addressed to the apostles or to people seeking to follow Him!  Those sayings represent small group study time!  


Church experts tell us that Jesus could have written the first book on how to do small groups.  Jesus chose a number which has been proven true in study after study.  Twelve!  Twelve provides the appropriate number for a dynamic small group.  It is not too small nor too large.  A group of twelve guarantees a variety of personalities such as exist in a real family.  Those personalities develop interrelationships that can become an effective support group for each individual.  


One of the strengths of “Canning All You Get” is its emphasis on helping your own people develop an in-house answer to their problems rather than seeking an expert.  The best assimilators are not the experts!  They are your own people!  

Here is an exercise which can help everyone understand the importance of small groups.  

Exercise # 6- What Keeps Bringing Me Back?  

1. Decide whom you wish to interview.  I interviewed my Wednesday auditorium class of thirty-five people.  That gave me a great sample and allowed our various classes to brag about their achievements.  On the other hand, you may have a significantly larger group.  In such a case, consider interviewing each small group individually. 
2. Use the verbal brainstorming tool (described in step four) for this problem solving opportunity.  Use a flip chart or white board to record the answers.  

3. Ask the assembly to answer this question, “What keeps bringing you back to your small group?  It works for you, but why do you benefit so much that you keep coming back?”

4. Write down every response so that no person is left out.  Include even the most off-the-wall response.  One of our groups commented that they pause from time to time to listen to what the neighboring class is doing (it was a man versus woman thing).  I wrote it down because it was an evidence of participation!  
5. Review each item’s significance to making that small group work.  This gives the facilitator opportunity to teach about small group dynamics!  

· Present this material from the viewpoint of a new member. That new member’s name is ___________.  

· Point to the list and ask the assembly, “How will the new member experience this quality in your class?”  Be sure the assembly gives you a specific plan.  

6. Provide a list of new members for the past two years to everyone.  

7. Ask the assembly to identify specific people on that list (plus others they may know) they can now work to assimilate in their particular small group.  Does the assembly include a mixture of small groups?  Then divide the assembly into those small groups so that each group can develop a specific plan.  Use these two questions:  

· Whom can we begin assimilating in our next meeting?  

· What can we do in our next meeting to help that person fit in?  

I mentioned a few paragraphs above that I asked our Wednesday folks to share what they like about their own small groups.  At that time we provided five adult classes.  These classes had a maximum average attendance of fourteen.  Here are the assimilation characteristics they mentioned:     

1. Mentoring.  It is hard to mentor in an auditorium; it is much easier to mentor in a small group where one can receive individual attention.      

2. Participation.  Due to the size of the small group everyone has opportunity to participate at his own level.  

3. Family-like class.  WOW!  This means they get to know each other on a more personal level.  

4. Fellowship.  People need people!  This is as important a need as anything else!  

5. Word of God.  They wanted a Bible lesson.  This was their focus; but notice that the remaining items in this list are items that even an atheist could enjoy!  This tells us that non-spiritual needs are very important, too.    

6. Caring atmosphere.  This is their support system!  Support systems are great assimilators!  

7. Open discussion.  Notice that nothing is said in this list about the teacher.  Each item was about a personal need.  People want the opportunity to listen and TALK!  The day of the lecture is essentially over unless the teacher really knows how to “wax eloquent!”  

8. Solve problems.  This indicates that problems are being discussed which in turn means that a comfort level has been established.  Trust has to exist before one can openly discuss problems!    

9. Sharing cares.  This is different from No. 8 because it indicates more of a need to be heard.  People everywhere need help!  I cannot imagine an effective small group that fails in either No. 8 or No. 9.  

10. Different ideas.  Does everyone in your group have to agree?  If yes, then guess whom you will never assimilate?  Being able to share different ideas or interpretations indicates a non-threatening atmosphere exists in the room.  Congratulations!  

11. Participation by all.  “All” is the key, because deep down everyone wants to participate.  It may be something as simple as a prayer request or distributing literature or recording attendance.  Do your best to find an opportunity for everyone to participate.  

12. Open attitudes.  Some Christians and even some churches are known more for what they are against than what they are for.  Successful small groups are known more for what they are for!  They are oriented toward the positive!        


Do you as a pastor want to identify your best assimilation groups?  Look at their enrollments and identify the new members who are active in each group.  You may be surprised to find that some groups look impressive on the outside but haven’t assimilated a single person in years.  Something has gone wrong on the inside!  

Start New Groups for the Purpose of Assimilation


Does your church have a closed group problem?  Some do!  No one can break into their small groups because the small groups don’t want anyone new.  In such a case look for an opportunity to create a new group exclusively for those who are not in the other groups.  It is likely that the leadership will also be aware of some who want to jump ship from the existing groups.  Include these folks in the new small group and be sure to choose a very capable small group leader!  


It is my own experience that every church has enough effective small groups for assimilation to take place.  So study your existing small groups; see which ones are adding new members and which ones are closed to new members!     


How about creating some new small groups at new times?  Let’s do a quick analysis of our current organization.  

  Exercise #7 - What Small Groups Do We Have?  

1. Make ten series of three columns for each time when a small group can meet.  

· The first column in each series is for each day of the week as well as the entire Sunday program.   Use the following columns for Sunday: Sunday School, Sunday Morning, Sunday Afternoon, and Sunday evening and any other variation you believe is necessary. 

· The second column in each series is for the average attendance.  

· The third column records “Number of New Students.”  There will be a minimum of thirty columns in the spreadsheet.      

2. Record the name of each small group that meets at each of those times.  This includes Sunday School classes, youth classes, children’s classes such as AWANA, etc.  Small groups are important to children, too!  

3. Record the average attendance of each small group.  This figure is usually different from the group’s enrollment since it is rare for everyone to attend at the same time.   The average attendance number is important because the dynamics within small groups break down when the group exceeds fifteen in attendance.  Some insist that this breakdown occurs at levels of even ten or twelve.  

4. Review each small group’s enrollment and identify those new students (not necessarily new members) who have joined the group in the past two years.  Enter this number on the spreadsheet in the column “Number of New Students.”

5. At the bottom of the spreadsheet identify those specific ministries that you are trying to develop.  For example, one of the purposes at Pollard is evangelism.  Therefore, we need a small group in which people can learn how to evangelize and develop an evangelism strategy.  Also, do you have a partnering/mentoring ministry between young and old?  A men’s organization can help develop the young men into Christian fathers.  Does the church have a prayer partnering ministry?  Is there an opportunity for four people to gather to share personal prayer concerns and pray?  Is there a leadership training course for the core?  What about missions?  Is there a small group developing a missions focus for the church?  

6. These new ministries each solve a need in the church.  How big is that need?  Is it bigger than something else you are already doing?  If it is, then perhaps it should have priority in the church scheduling process.  Schedule a time when this ministry can be developed.  

7. Each new ministry will assimilate people in the following ways:

· Every new ministry requires resource people.  This beginning stage generates involvement.  Involvement requires preparation and preparation increases the performance level.  
· Every new ministry meets a need.  New members can often relate to those needs in ways that the current “status quo” members cannot.  

· Every new ministry represents a challenging opportunity for personal growth.  Sunday School has a tendency to be very generalized, but these new ministries have a specific targeted audience.  It is my experience that the people in that target will respond to such a challenge if it is conveniently scheduled.     


How successful is your own small group at assimilating new members?  Think back to the poem my mother-in-law shared with us on the day of our wedding.  May I paraphrase it slightly?   

“Our small group is a circle, too,

Composed of kith and kin.
Without a break, we widen it

To let our new member in.”


Small groups are the best means available to help everyone develop a sense of loving and caring for each other. Remember: assimilation is not just about new members; it is also about retaining the longtime member.  If I know I am loved, then I am much more likely to stay!    

ISSUE 8:  A-T-T-I-T-U-D-E!  THE KEY TO STAYING!


Do you remember the story about the grumpy old man and the neighborhood children?  This man was so grumpy he complained about everything the neighborhood children did.  No effort was good enough for him!  


It was this grumpy man’s habit to take a nap each day in his lawn chair on the front porch.  One day the neighborhood children put limburger cheese in his mustache.  It was not long until the smell woke up the old man.  


He said, “Something stinks on my porch.”  He went inside, shut the door, and sat down.  The smell returned immediately.  The old man said, “It stinks in here, too!”  


Then he went out the back door, down the alley, across the street into another subdivision and took a deep breath!  The smell almost killed him!  He threw up his hands in despair and yelled, “The whole world stinks.”  


Was the old man right?  No.  Likewise, though, we often bring issues to the table that affect how everything tastes!


Many transfer members are like the old man with the limburger cheese!  They join our church, because their other church stinks!  There is an issue in their home church which they are unwilling or unable to deal with.  Far too often they bring the limburger cheese smell with them to the new church!  It is not long until they find things to criticize and they’re off to greener pastures!  


One woman said, “My spiritual gift is the gift of criticism.”  God deliver us from that gift (and that woman)!


It is my personal belief that A-T-T-I-T-U-D-E is a critical player in effective assimilation.  People have a tendency to be critical and join the wrecking crew instead of the building crew.  Why is that?  Jeremiah 17:9 talks about the “heart being deceitful above all things and desperately wicked.”  One writer said, “I trust all men but I don’t trust the devil that is in all men.”  


One of the leadership’s most important roles is to teach people how to develop a positive attitude in every area of life.  One of those areas includes church life.  


My present church hosts an annual New Member’s Day each January in recognition of those new members who joined in the preceding twelve months.  The music is chosen by the new members, the new members receive certificates of membership, and the pastor’s message is always titled “How To Make The Most Of My Membership At Pollard.”  


One of the issues I address in that message is attitude.  To be honest, I now address this issue in other messages at least once a month!  I feel this issue is that important!  If the No. 1 key in assimilation is making new friends in the church, then the No. 2 key is developing the right attitude for successful church membership.  


The attitude of new members must be shifted from a me-first attitude to a team attitude, from a “what’s in it for me” attitude to a “whatever’s good for the cause” attitude, from an “I want to be boss” attitude to an “I want to serve you” attitude!

Yes, the second key is attitude!  It isn’t how much scripture the person knows that is crucial, but the person’s attitude.  Attitude does indeed determine altitude!  It is my experience that the right attitude can adjust to almost anything. But the wrong attitude cannot adjust to even the slightest change, creates ruffled feathers, and can quickly lead to the back door!   


What kind of attitude works best in church life?  Much could be written about the attitude of encouragement versus criticism, the attitude of giving versus receiving, or the attitude of building versus destroying.    

However, I feel there is one particular attitude which rises significantly above the others.  It is an attitude which determines more than anything whether one will have a prosperous or failing church membership.  


It is an attitude of submission – being able to submit to the church’s policies and leadership decisions.  The Apostle Paul said in Ephesians 5:21 (NIV), “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”  In verse 16 Paul even goes so far as to relate this attitude to the fullness of the Holy Spirit!  The Swartzwelder paraphrase states it like this, “If I am full of the Holy Spirit then I will have an attitude of submission to one another in reverence for Christ!”  


Philippians 2 (Holman) begins with this awesome passage: “If then there is any encouragement in Christ, if any consolation of love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any affection and mercy,
 fulfill my joy by thinking the same way, having the same love, sharing the same feelings, focusing on one goal. 
Do nothing out of rivalry or conceit, but in humility consider others as more important than yourselves. 
Everyone should look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others. Make your own attitude that of Christ Jesus!”

Philippians 2 then goes on to discuss how Christ submitted to the will of the Father and humbled Himself and died for the sins of the world!  One cannot go to the cross without hearing Jesus pray, “Father, not My will but Thy will be done.”  Jesus possessed a submissive attitude for the glory of the Father!  

Shouldn’t such a prayer and attitude for church issues also be taught to church members, too?  Sometimes we expect to get our way because of who we are or the position we hold.  That expectation is not healthy for the church or for us as individuals either.  


Submission is not bad for any one of us because submission is a fact of life in just about every area of life.  One should not be surprised to find it also true in God’s church.  


Answer the following questions to help determine your attitude in the area of submission:  

1. Do you expect to get your way all of the time in every area of life or do you expect to submit?  
2. Do you divorce your spouse over a small disagreement or do you reconcile and submit for the good of the marriage?  

3. Do you submit to the policies at work, even the policies you wish would be changed?  

4. Do you submit to the traffic laws, tax laws, and firearm laws of your country? 

5. Do you require God’s church to always be right in your eyes or do you agree that sometimes only time will tell?  

These questions help a person understand the importance of submitting in every area of life!  Therefore, it should not come as a big surprise that a member should also be willing to submit to the church’s authority.  


Quite often, I inform my church that even I do not get my way all of the time!  The normal reaction from the new converts is a dumbfounded expression.  How can the pastor, who is perceived to be the most important leader, not get his way?  Well, just ask me and I’ll tell you!  


It is that I pastor a church and a church is a consensus body – not a dictatorship.  Reaching a consensus is not always easy.  It requires give-and-take on everyone’s part on some issues.  Finally a decision is made!  For the good of the cause everyone submits to the church’s decision and goes along.  


Do you sometimes wrestle with the issue of submitting to church authority?  

Jesus taught in Matthew 11:28-30 (Holman):  “Come to Me, all of you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 
All of you, take up My yoke and learn from Me, because I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for yourselves. 
For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.” 

Have you ever seen a yoke?  It is a wooden frame that oxen wear!  It may be a two hole or three hole special!  The oxen wear the yoke around their neck.  The yoke joins the team of oxen together so they can pull the plow or some other load.  


Jesus says the Christian life is like a yoke.  As a matter of fact He even says the best Christian life is like a yoke!   


A yoke is designed to do three things:  

1. Break my stubborn will.  When I am in the yoke “I” no longer call the shots.  “I” has to be defeated or else we have a serious problem!  

2. Make me part of the team.  I can’t move an inch unless the rest of the team chooses to go in the same direction.  “I” has now been replaced by “we.”  
3. Help me accomplish more than I could by myself.  Experience teaches that two can always pull a heavier load than one!  The load might break one person, but two or three people can do it with ease!     


These three results prove that the yoke, which produces a submissive attitude, is actually good for the animal!

I am convinced the same thing is true regarding the yoke of church authority.  The issue is not whether the church is always right (does anyone know a church which is always right?), but whether I as a member will recognize the authority of the church to make the final decisions.  


If I as a member can humbly accept the church’s authority to be wrong as well as right, then I can have a successful long-term ministry in that church.  If I cannot do so, then I am guaranteed to be a short-timer because I will always disagree with some decisions.  

Have you ever met a man who arrogantly announces to everyone, “If the church ever does this, then I’m moving on”?  That person will likely do a lot of moving in his life.  Why?  Wherever he goes, God will keep forcing issues into that person’s life which are designed to break down his stubborn will.   


Leadership sometimes erroneously gives in to the demands of such an individual in order to make him happy.  But God does the very opposite.  In the eyes of God such arrogance and individualism must go because God is trying to produce a body of broken believers who can submit to one another. 


Think carefully about this statement:  If one member can’t submit to another member, then they will never get along.  Do you agree?  


Guess what submission is?  It is an attitude.  It is an attitude which everyone needs in order to have a successful ministry!  

My father taught me, “Never tell God what you won’t do because you’ll end up having to do it.”  My grandfather taught me, “Never tell God what you won’t do because you’ll end up having to do it.”  The old-time preachers taught me from the pulpit, “Never tell God what you won’t do because you’ll end up having to do it.”  

So do you know what I have learned?  I have learned to keep my big mouth shut.  However, I have learned that lesson mainly through hard personal experiences.  

I remember starting out as a brash young preacher.  I suppose all young preachers start out rather brash.  God has to break us just like He has to break a wild horse. 

I said things from the pulpit that I should never have said.  I remember saying on a number of occasions, “No church of mine will ever do this or this or this or this.”  

Dad said to me, “Son, do you ever want to ever pastor?  If so, you will have to learn to submit just like the rest of the church has to submit!”  Guess what?  He was right.  Guess what else?  I had to eat some of my words.  The Bible has a word for that – it’s called repentance. And guess what else?  I became a better man because I learned how to submit to God and to the authority of His church.  


What was true for me can also be true for everyone.  One will become a better man/woman when he learns how to submit to God and to the authority of His church.


A man once made an interesting confession to his pastor.  He said, “I tried to serve God in the Presbyterian church but when I couldn’t find God in the Presbyterian church I left it and became a Baptist.  When I couldn’t find God in the Baptist church, I left it and became a Methodist.  Now, though, I am a Pentecostal!  Glory!  Hallelujah!  But if I don’t find God in the Pentecostal church then I’m going to leave it and become something else.” 

The pastor replied, “The truth is you have not been seeking God at all; the truth is you have actually been running away from God.  When God got close to you in the Presbyterian church and God said  to you, ‘This is what I want from your life,’ you said, ‘I don’t like that so I’ll go elsewhere.  So you went to the Baptist church.  But when God got close to you in the Baptist church, you ran away again and became a Methodist.  Now you are a Pentecostal.  The truth is the problem is not with those churches.  The problem is with you.  The question is, ‘Do you want to repent and start living your life God’s way or do you want to go on living like the rest of the world is the problem?’”  


Personal experience has taught me as a pastor that the issue of a submissive attitude will make me or it will break me in any church!

Some time ago I saw a painting in a Bible bookstore of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet.  I asked the church to buy it for me and then went on vacation.  When I returned, my office wall had a new painting!  


I look at this painting every day.  I make sure that everyone in my office sees this painting, too.  It is a constant reminder that the church’s purpose is bigger than any of us, and the church is also bigger than any of us.     

What is your own attitude toward your church?  Do you demonstrate an humble, submissive attitude in front of the church or do they instead see an arrogant “I’m going to get my way” attitude?  

How about the rest of the church leadership?  You probably have a normal church which means you have a few leaders who need help in this area.  


Here are some action steps that may help you deal with this issue:

· Purposely incorporate the issue of a submissive attitude into many sermons.  The Bible is full of passages relating to submission.  When was the last time submission was the topic of your sermon?       

· Distribute the church constitution to every new member. When was this last done?       

· Do a periodic reading of the church constitution.  We have a monthly business meeting (I don’t personally like monthly business meetings but I submit to this policy, also).  I take ten minutes to distribute a section of the constitution and discuss it with the church.  I begin each discussion by saying, “This constitution is the will of the people.  It is a document to which everyone must submit including the pastor, deacons, teachers, etc. if we wish to be a part of this church.”  This material provides an effective lesson in submission!  When was this last done in your church?       

· Host a New Member’s Orientation that includes a discussion on submission.  When was this last done?       

· Demonstrate a submissive spirit within the leadership and before the church.  Strong people who are submissive people set the environment for a very successful church.  Does this attitude exist?  If not, consider hosting a short attitude seminar with an outside speaker!  

Attitude!  It will make me or break me in any church I join!  As for me, I want to have an attitude which will demonstrate the life of Christ!  


Someone said there are three groups in every church: the plus-plus crowd which says, “I can do it, you can do it, and let’s get it done.”  The plus-minus crowd which says, “I can do it, you can do it, so get out of my way and I will do it.”  The minus-minus crowd which says, “I can’t do it, you can’t do it, and who brought it up to start with?”    

Which group are you be a part of?  Which group do you want your new member to be a part of?  Which group is the healthiest for the church?  

ISSUE 9:  ACCEPTING THE BLESSED SUBTRACTIONS


Is it ever right to freely release people from the church?  Is it ever right not to chase after people?  I am sure there are some hard-hearted church leaders who do not care about losing people; but, to be honest, I have never met one!  


The truth is shepherds have a heart centered on sheep!  The biblical gift of pastoring can also be defined as the gift of shepherding.  In John 21:15 Jesus told Peter, “Feed (the word literally means “shepherd”) my sheep!”  


The Bible pictures Jesus as the Good Shepherd (Psalm 22), the Great Shepherd (Psalm 23), and the Chief Shepherd (Psalm 24).  The pastor’s role is that of the under-shepherd whose role is to represent Jesus to his own flock of sheep.  


A church is nothing more than a flock of sheep in need of a shepherd!  This need is why churches cannot pastor themselves; sheep have a tendency to become lost very easily, to need protection as well as guidance. Churches by nature need shepherds!   


Practically all church leaders have a heart for sheep, even wayward sheep, or else they would already be out of the ministry!  


Therefore, it genuinely hurts a pastor to lose sheep!  Through the years I have lost very few sheep.  Perhaps that is because God led me to churches where I could truly make a difference.  Improving the church’s performance often helps keep the sheep in the flock!  


So if a sheep strayed...decided to go elsewhere...well, that caused some sleepless nights and I had a tendency to take it personally!  I had a genuine interest in that sheep. I did not like to see that sheep leave.  


But is it always wise to keep all of the sheep?  Is there ever a situation when it is best to cut your losses?  Is there ever a time when you should open the back door instead of keeping it closed?  The veteran church leaders may say, “Yes,” but the more idealistic, younger leaders (I was in this category once.) may say, “No.”  


In a moment we’ll think through what the Bible says but let me first relate the heartache of my own ministry.  I was bi-vocational in the ministry for my first nineteen years.  During this time I worked a full-time secular job with an electric utility and pastored in my spare time.  My pastorate’s Sunday School attendances ranged in size from thirty to one hundred and fifty.  None of those churches desired a full-time pastor.      


God then led me to leave my secular position and enter the ministry on a full-time basis.  Unfortunately from a human perspective, but, fortunately from a divine perspective, I became the pastor of a church which was in sharp disagreement about its primary purpose....well, its secondary purposes also!  I knew I was in trouble when none (none means not a one) of the area pastors congratulated me on getting the church!  


The disagreement was so sharp that the two key leaders had a quiet (some would call it a secret) meeting to discuss the principal issue with me even before I met the pulpit committee!  Needless to say, if my position had been the opposite of theirs, they would have immediately terminated the discussions.  


What was the issue?  To be honest, there were many, many issues but all issues eventually sort themselves into just a couple of main headings when the final fight comes.  In this particular case, the issue was one of music versus preaching.  Many wanted a church totally dominated by music and old-fashioned testimonies with a few tears added in!  If there was no preaching, then that was fine with a good number of them.  One man plainly said, “I come only for the music.  Can we sing more and preach less?”  His preference was southern gospel quartet music!  


Others (particularly the church leadership) expected to hear a message from the Bible in each service.  They had a firm conviction that Bible teaching was necessary for building strong Christians.  No one in the leadership objected to an occasional service dominated by the music element, but the disagreement was about the frequency of such services and the priority of the Bible.


In essence, this was a purpose or philosophical issue.  Which purpose would dominate the services?    Sadly, this was just one of many, many issues which had been allowed to fester for an entire generation.  The previous pastors had been unable to resolve these issues...now it was my turn.
 
It was no surprise to anyone that there was a war and eventual split.  The music element left; the Bible element stayed.  The damage, though, was too severe for my ministry to succeed.  Despite good support for my ministry from the existing leadership, it was time for the church to move on with a fresh face!      


Aldous Huxley said, “Experience is not what happens to you.  It is what you do with what happens to you.”  Rick Warren said, “Don’t waste your pain; use it to help others.”  (Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life, pg 248)


At times of pain we need to be reminded of I Corinthians 10:13!  The Apostle Paul said, “The only temptation that has come to you is that which everyone has.” (New Century Version)  This means that my pain is shared by many of you!    


Believe it or not, the purpose-driven concept was something I leaned on throughout my own trial.  I didn’t go a single day without quoting Amos 3:3, “Can two walk together except they be agreed?” The New Living Translation says it like this, “Can two people walk together without agreeing on the direction?”  Obviously not!      


In evaluating the situation, I came to realize that the purpose-driven concept did not exist in our church.  We were a multi-purpose church with conflicting purposes and no means of working them out.  It seemed that everyone was walking in a different direction!  One of the congregation’s favorite sayings was, “We have too many chiefs and not enough Indians!”    


We simply had to get back to a purpose on which we could have broad agreement!  The leadership took its stand; those who advocated a different purpose then left.  


It broke my heart to see people leave, but I could not see any other solution.  Some years have now passed.  Much of that hurt is now gone.  I can look at the situation more objectively now.  However, I still see no other solution. 


“Can two people walk together without agreeing on the direction?”  No, because the farther they walk the farther apart they become. The reality was that the farther our church walked, the farther apart our church became.  We weren’t really a church!  We were just a collection of small groups and each group had its own agenda.    


This experience was a tremendous growing experience for me.  I knew that at the time, but I would have done anything I could to avoid that baptism of fire!   


What does the Bible say about “blessed subtractions”?  Let’s look at some easy-to-understand passages.  


1.  Our Lord taught us in Matthew 18:15-17 (NIV), “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’ If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.”  In this particular case every effort of reconciliation failed!  Our Lord then taught us to accept the blessed subtraction!


2.  The Apostle Paul taught us in I Corinthians 5:1-7 (NIV), “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that does not occur even among pagans: A man has his father’s wife. And you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this? Even though I am not physically present, I am with you in spirit. And I have already passed judgment on the one who did this, just as if I were present. When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord Jesus is present, hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.  Your boasting is not good. Don’t you know that a little yeast works through the whole batch of dough?  Get rid of the old yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast—as you really are.”  The Apostle Paul was willing to accept that blessed subtraction!  He even goes so far as to command the church to subtract the individual from the church membership roll!   

3.  II Thessalonians 3:14-15 (NIV) says, “If anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of him. Do not associate with him, in order that he may feel ashamed. Yet do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother.”  “Do not associate with him” is an instruction given to us to, once again, accept a blessed subtraction.  

4.  Titus 3:10-11 (NIV) says, “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him. You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned.”  This is another blessed subtraction!  

5.  II Corinthians 6:14-15 (NIV) says, “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols?”  


6.  Romans 16:17-18 (NIV) says, “I urge you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away from them. For such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites. By smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naive people.”  


7.  Amos 3:3 (NIV) drives home the principle, “Do two walk together unless they have agreed to do so?”  God doesn’t walk with unbelievers; He doesn’t walk the same direction as backslidden believers either.  God calls us to leave our sin and come walk with Him!  Likewise, the church has a walk, too!  It has determined its course of direction.  And some will choose another course.  It’s their nature!  None of us can change that.    


Can an individual leave and then later return to the fold?  Thank God, the answer is yes!  The Bible mentions how to handle this possibility in Galatians 6:1 (NIV):  “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.”  


Once a man became mad at his pastor and moved his family to another church.  Three years later he returned to the pastor and said, “I made a bad mistake.  I disagreed with you over something very small and we transferred our membership to another church.  Unfortunately, that decision ruined my family.  Can I come back?”  The pastor did not lower his standards or change his church’s purpose to win back the family.  He stated, “You know what we stand for.  Will you accept that?”  The man said, “Yes!”  The pastor put out his hand and said, “Welcome back.”  


The pastor made the man reaffirm his commitment to the church’s purpose.  I believe that is the key to successful re-assimilation.  Normally that person turns out to be one of the best workers, because he now realizes what he lost!  


Let’s think, though, about you personally.  How do you emotionally handle the subtractions that leave your own church?  Do you rejoice?  Oh, maybe if it happened in a heated moment.  But deep down...  

Remember that Jesus lost Judas and Jesus invested more in Judas than you could in anyone!  Remember that Paul lost Demas despite making a massive investment in Demas. Hey, remember that God lost Adam and Eve in spite of everything He did!  

Do you think it hurt them emotionally to lose someone?  I believe it did!  I personally believe the heart of God is grieved over every sinner in hell, because that fate is so unnecessary.  But it happens.  


One of the hard lessons of scripture is that God Himself lives with blessed subtractions!  Wonder why?  Perhaps it is that God allows every person to choose his own direction in life.  With this choice each person is the master of his own soul, and yes, the master of his own fate.  


I love people but I cannot change people.  People are what they are for a reason, and sometimes every tool in my toolbox just doesn’t work with some people.  


I still struggle with this idea of accepting the blessed subtractions.  Are such subtractions really a blessing to the church?  Probably.  After all, these subtractions lower the tension level within God’s church and allow the energy level to be transferred from damage control to accomplishing our mission.  In that sense the subtraction is indeed a blessing.  


Hopefully, the person goes on to find another church which matches his own level of expectations.  My church isn’t for everyone...but it is for some people so I intend to focus my energy on the blessed additions!       
 ISSUE 10:  “GOD, GIVE ME A SOFT HEART!”

This chapter is written especially for every hurting church leader!  In Issue No. 8 I dealt with those critical times when it is best for people to go their own separate ways...you in your way and me in the way God called me to go!  


The focus in that particular issue was on the issue, “Is it okay to ever lose someone?”  The answer, of course, was yes.  


Now let’s turn the discussion to what happens to us during that difficult time of potential separation.  Let’s think through the issue from the perspective of a caring shepherd.  


Problems and pastoring go hand in hand.  One cannot expect to pastor without dealing with problems.  Adrian Rogers, the popular pastor of Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis, once said, “Some of you want to pastor a big church.  Well, you can have it and I’ll take a small church!  Big churches have big problems and don’t you ever forget it!”  


It is very tempting to solve one’s problems by writing off those people whom are associated with the problems.  This temptation is very appealing because it preys upon a pastor’s need for self-preservation.  As an individual the pastor needs to survive, his ministry needs to survive, and his family needs to survive!  Some problem people want to destroy all three!  


What is a leader to then do?  May I share with you what my father taught me in the early years of my ministry!  My father served as a bi-vocational pastor for many years.  He often taught me, “Son, keep a soft heart for as long as you can.”  


Those words have stayed with me!  The implication is clear: the ministry is a tough business and, if you are not careful, it can toughen your heart!  In so doing, you can lose your shepherd’s heart!  You can lose the tenderness that helps you meet the needs of other people.  


Therefore, pray earnestly for a soft heart!  Pray for God to give you a tender heart which makes you think a hundred times, even a thousand times before you give up on people.  


I have prayed for that tenderness many times during my ministry!   I am happy to say that God has honored those prayers by blessing me with a shepherd’s tender heart. With my head I now understood why some need to leave, but with my heart I keep searching for another solution!  


God pity the leader who is able to write off someone for whom Jesus died and then quickly move on!  That is not a shepherd’s heart in action!  The shepherd’s heart instead experiences a sense of loss with each and every wayward sheep.   God designed us to feel deeply about such losses!  God designed us to care!  God designed us to minister to those who need help and sheep need much more help than goats!  


God often reminds me that Jesus experienced this same pain in Matthew chapter 23 when He cried with a broken heart, “O Jerusalem!  Jerusalem!  How often I have wanted to gather your children together as a hen protects her chicks beneath her wings, but you wouldn’t let me.”  (New Living Translation)

Jesus knew from the very beginning how Jerusalem would react to Him!  This knowledge did not eliminate the hurt, though.  As God, Jesus could have eliminated the hurt; as God, however, Jesus chose to experience the hurt and to keep reaching out!  

I pray you never stop hurting when people leave!  If your heart doesn’t hurt when people leave, that ought to set off warning sirens!

I pray God will give you a soft heart throughout your entire ministry.  This softness is important for a variety of reasons including the health of your future ministry.  It is also important because it will help you think through the entire “people are leaving” process.  On the other hand, a hard heart will not concern itself with the hard questions; it will simply write off God’s sheep as expendable and quickly move on.  

This soft heart will help you to ask six critical questions:

1.  Have I done what I can do to solve the problem?  This question is frightening to most of us because we are afraid of the answer!  We are so driven by the fear of rejection that we choose to move on rather than deal with the conflict in a constructive manner.  

Some rifts blow over quickly if a word of kindness is offered.  The Bible strongly emphasizes the principle of, “Be kind to one another.”  Proverbs 25:15 teaches us, “With patience you can convince a ruler, and a gentle word can get through to the hard-headed.” (New Century Version)  Sometimes the hard-headed person is one of us!  Proverbs 15:1 says, “A gentle answer will calm a person’s anger, but an unkind answer will cause more anger.” (New Century Version )

These passages suggest that we need to offer ourselves to the other individual.  “Offering ourselves” is more than having an “open door policy” to our office or study.  It is more than telling him in a lesson before a large group.  It is actually a case of our going on his turf looking for reconciliation.

This effort does not imply weakness (we are so afraid of appearing weak).  It actually requires great strength to approach the individual or party and discuss the pertinent issues.  

One method of reconciliation is to approach the individual during the church service with a firm handshake and say, “Brother, I love you.  Is there anything I can do to help you?”  Above all, be genuine in whatever you say!  After all, it is hard to hit someone who has just said, “I love you!”  The person may immediately provide you with further opportunity for reconciliation.     

Jesus said in Matthew 18:15, “If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.” (NIV)  So let’s talk and see where our discussion leads.  

There are additional tools of reconciliation available to you.  The greatest tool is prayer.  Jesus was once faced with a terrific challenge in a demon possessed man.  Jesus said, “This kind of demon is not cast out except through fasting and prayer.”  (Matthew 17:21).  Spend time upon your knees about the problem individual.  God may teach you the key to reconciliation in a way you will never discover by your own efforts.  Remember that prayer not only changes the other person, but prayer can also change you!  

Another tool is the mediator or peacemaker.  Such a person is like oil!  Everything works easier with a touch of oil in the right spot!  

Listening is also a great tool.  Many people are simply wanting to vent.  It isn’t that they’re upset with you or the church!  They just want someone to listen!  Or perhaps the church made a decision without asking their opinion!  Of course, no one knew they had an opinion, but they did!  Just ask them!  

I remember a woman walking into my study one morning!  I did not need anyone to tell me she was upset!  Interestingly, she came to me even though I was not part of the process which had affected her!  She came to me because she knew I would listen.  She walked into my study in a huff and said, “I just found out today I have been replaced.  Why wasn’t I told?”  (By the way, this replacement had been her idea!  However, she was surprised when everyone went along with her suggestion.)  

There were many ways to answer her!  Unfortunately, seminary doesn’t prepare you with one standard answer for that situation!  The Holy Spirit (it sure wasn’t me), though, prompted me to simply answer, “I’m sorry no one told you.  We apparently did not handle it right.”  That response totally changed the conversation.  She was expecting an argumentative response.  She then sat down and we had a discussion about a variety of issues and about her future role in the church.  It actually turned into a good day for both of us!      

“Have I done what I can do?”  Perhaps you cannot fully answer this question on your own!  Gather one or two trustworthy people and get their impressions!  Be sure they are strong enough to honestly answer this question.  Then do something!   


2.  Is there more than my way of seeing this matter?  Proverbs 15:31-33 says, “If you listen to constructive criticism, you will be at home among the wise.  If you reject criticism, you only harm yourself; but if you listen to correction, you grow in understanding.  Fear of the LORD teaches a person to be wise; humility precedes honor.”  (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

Humility allows us to go back to the very beginning of the reconciliation process and explore other approaches.  Remember, it is always possible that the leadership has misdiagnosed the entire situation!  After all, doctors misdiagnose cases so what makes me think I can’t?    


It is important for the church leaders to recognize their own fallibility.  Sometimes the leadership doesn’t think everything through before it proceeds.  To put this in perspective, only God thinks everything through!  At the best, our efforts are still a guess...maybe a guess based upon experience or the Bible or prayer but it is still a guess.  Since only God knows everything with certainty, it would be vain for us to assume that we know everything God knows!  


If you already knew everything I am sure you would not be reading this book!  Right?  


Take the next hour and do this simple exercise.  
EXERCISE #8:  PROBLEM SOLVING INVOLVING
PROBLEM PEOPLE
This exercise is for the church leader to do in private.  

1. Write down in fifty words or less how the other person views a particular situation.  Assume for the sake of argument that the other person is right and the leadership decision/direction is wrong.   

2. Write the person’s solution in one sentence. 

3. Divide the sheet in two from the top to the bottom.  

4. Entitle the left column “Positive” and the right column “Negative.”  

5. Assume that the other person’s position is adopted.  Record the anticipated positive results in the “Positive” column.  Record the anticipated negative results in the “Negative” column. Be sure to look for more results than the person has previously suggested.  

6. Compare each result with your purpose/mission statement.  Place a checkmark next to the positive results that improve your church based upon its purpose/mission statement.  


7. Repeat this process on the assumption that the leadership decision/direction is right.  

8. Using this data look at the original decision one more time!  Was the decision as clear as it appeared earlier?  Was the other person’s decision as wrong as it appeared earlier?  

9. Determine whether there is a combination of these two positions that might create a better solution for the good of the church.  

10. Discuss your findings with other open-minded church leaders.    


3.  Does everyone understand the principle of diversity?  One man said to another, “If the entire world thought like me, everyone would want to be married to my wife.”  The other man said, “If the entire world thought like me, no one would want to be married to your wife.”

Which man was right?  Both!  One was programmed to love that woman and the other man was programmed not to love that woman! 


Aren’t you glad that’s the way it was with you, too, because if everyone loved your wife you would have lost out to someone better looking and smarter than you!  


Diversity simply means that everyone is different.  The Bible teaches in I Corinthians 12 that each person is gifted in a specific area.  This giftedness leads to everyone seeing the same issue in a different way.  What may be crystal clear to me may be just the opposite to you!  This difference doesn’t make you dumb.  It just makes you different.  


Is the problem related to different approaches to the same issue?      


4.  Is this conflict about personalities or purpose?  The above exercise may help you determine this.  Most conflicts are about personalities.  Someone just insists on having his way!  Strong personalities usually mean that someone wins and someone loses.  As we all know, losing is not an option for some people!  It leaves such a bad taste in people’s mouths!  


So plan ahead!  Identify the strong personalities in your church.  It is always best to keep the strong personalities apart and with specific areas of responsibility.  Planning ahead reduces the risk of clashes.  
5.  Is the purpose understood by those who are leaving?  Some folks become upset over the slightest thing!  One who has pastored more than fifty years recently told me, “People get ticked off so easily nowadays and you don’t even know what ticked them off!”  How true!  Perhaps it is best to review the overall purpose of the church with the problem person.  Be sure to point out that no decision is set in concrete but each decision deserves the right to be tried and proven right or proven wrong!  As a general rule, if a commonly accepted purpose cannot provide unity, then separation is the better course of action.  

6.  Does the person understand the principle of submission?  It is easy to leave because of a disagreement; it is hard, though, to find another home church where one will not experience that same disagreement or other disagreements of equal value.  One must remember that God designed a yoke for every single one of us to bring us into submission and submission means accepting things we do not like!  

I like to remind my church that I do not agree with everything my church does.  In so doing I am teaching them that you don’t have to agree with everything the church does in order to serve in that church.  

I have to submit to things I would do differently.  I usually prefer to leave those policies in place rather than change them so the church can see me as an example!  After all, if the pastor can’t get his way, why should anyone else expect to get his way?     
I encourage you to be such an example, too!  
How then is your own heart?  Here is a prayer worth praying.  “Dear Jesus, thank you for calling me to shepherd your sheep.  Help me to realize they are sheep and will always be sheep and can be nothing but sheep.  Help me to realize they need a shepherd even when they don’t know they need a shepherd.  Give me a soft heart to recognize their needs, to mend them when they are bleeding, to comfort them when they are hurting, to lead them where they need to go.  Deliver me from my own stubborn will.  Help me to go as far as Jesus in taking care of His sheep.  Give me a soft heart to be like Jesus!  Amen!”  
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