The Challenge of Assimilation: Keeping and Not Just
Attracting
Paul Beasley-Murray
We are fortunate as a church. There is never a Sunday when we do
not have visitors. Some are ‘out of town’ visitors who are perhaps
spending the weekend with friends. Some live locally, and
normally attend another place of worship, but have decided to play
‘truant’ for the day. Others have just moved into town, and are
looking for a new spiritual home. Others may well have lived in
the town for a number of years, but all of a sudden have decided to
give church a try. Yet others have already some contact with our
church – perhaps through an Alpha course, or they have links with
the Toddlers’ Group, or their children attend one of our youth
activities; whatever, they too have decided to give church a try.
The challenge we face, as indeed all churches face, is not just to
attract worshippers, but to keep worshippers. How do we
encourage people without a church home to visit us again? How do
we keep, and not just attract, visitors?
Clearly people need to be welcomed – and to feel welcome. As Rick
Warren commented: “Long before the pastor preaches, the visitor
is deciding whether to come back. They are asking themselves, ‘Do
I feel welcome here?’” 81Many churches have a welcome team ready
to greet visitors as they appear at the door of the church. To my
mind, however, the initial welcome is so important, I have to be
part of that team. I ensure that I am at the door twenty minutes
before the service, ready to welcome everybody to church.
Newcomers are not just welcomed at the door, but then shown to
their seat in our ‘meeting place’.
In the service itself we repeat the welcome – twice! At the
beginning of the service we welcome everybody, and then, mindful
that some newcomers arrive late, after the opening worship we
welcome people at greater length. I draw attention to our church
welcome cards – which gives visitors an opportunity to tell us not
only their names and addresses, but also their first impressions of
the church (This is what I first noticed, this is what I liked, this is
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what I did not like). To encourage them to fill in the card I promise
every newcomer who returns one of these cards a pen, inscribed
with the name and web-site of the church! It is amazing how a
‘bribe’ of this nature encourages people to give us their details.
I once visited a church in Auckland, New Zealand, where
newcomers were offered two gifts. On their first visit they were
given a mug with the name of the church. During the week
following their visit they were sent a welcome letter and promised
a further gift if they were to attend church next week – the gift
was a CD featuring a sermon of the senior pastor! Perhaps
significantly this particular church has a very high rate of
retention of newcomers.82
But, of course, the welcome that truly counts is the welcome given
informally by church members after the service. Newcomers along
with everybody else are encouraged to stay for a drink in our
friendship centre – in the general melee, it is there that
introductions are made and friendships begin to form.
While welcome teams and welcome processes can be organised, a
welcoming spirit cannot be stage-managed, but it can be
developed. I am constantly challenging my people to get to know
‘one new name a Sunday’. The very first ‘value’ we have set
ourselves as a church is to be ‘warm and welcoming’. We want a
welcoming spirit to be written into our church DNA. It has been
rightly said that: “The most important element of being a more
welcoming church is a commitment from the whole congregation to
be more welcoming. Although welcoming procedures are
important, a welcoming attitude is vital.”
In this respect, let me give you a flavour of the spirit I seek to
engender by quoting from a sermon I preached on 27 January 2008
entitled ‘The friendliest church in town’.
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“I long to be the pastor of the friendliest church in town. I long for
my church to be the most open, the most accepting, the most
caring, the most supportive, and the most loving church in town.
If we are to be the friendliest church in town, then in the first
place, we must know one another by name. I believe that, had
Christ been standing but one thing we do read: Jesus was always
having meals with others – so much so that his enemies described
him as a glutton and a wine-bibber. Not surprisingly, perhaps, is
that his followers made a big deal of hospitality. So Paul wrote:
“Open your homes to strangers” (Rom 12.13). Peter wrote: “Open
your homes to each other without complaining” (1 Pet 4.9). The
unknown writer of the letter to the Hebrews wrote: “Remember to
welcome strangers in your homes. There were some who did that
and welcomed angels without knowing it” (Hebs 13.2). Do notice
that the New Testament does not say “those of you with larger
homes or with children off your hands and who have the gift of
hospitality, open your homes to one another”. In the New
Testament, hospitality was not perceived as a gift of some, but as a
duty for every Christian. What was true then, remains true today.
We in our turn need to be inviting people into our homes. If we are
to be the friendliest church in town then we must learn not only to
greet one another by name, but to invite one another into our
homes.”
But is a welcoming spirit sufficient to encourage people to return?
According to one American study, the three most important factors
in ensuring a return visit were the pastor, the nursery, and the
signs! I find that a fascinating insight. It’s not just the pastor – it’s
about facilities for children, and about finding the facilities! It’s
not enough to welcome people at the door – the whole church
environment needs to be welcoming!
Important as is the environment, even more important is the
attitude of the congregation toward their faith. According to
Graham Tomlin, it is not primarily the quality of the preaching,
liturgy, or music which brings people back to church – it was the
authenticity of the church members. “Unless there is something
that intrigues, provokes, or entices, then all the evangelism in the
world will fall on deaf ears. If churches cannot convey a sense of
‘reality’, then all our ‘truth’ will come to nothing… Churches need
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to be provocative, arresting places which make the searcher, the
casual visitor, want to come back for more”.83
Another American study lists the following five factors as being
key to attracting new members:
•
•
•
•
•

a positive identity (energy, inclusive, common vision)
congregational harmony and co-operation
the pastor's ability to generate enthusiasm (good sermons,
warmth, spiritual depth)
congregational involvement in social action/service
small group programming

With regard to this last factor, in larger churches small groups are
certainly key to retaining people. It is not enough to advertise
small groups nor even to give the newcomer a list of small groups
in the church. People need to receive a personal invitation – ‘come
to my small group’. Better still, ‘May I call on you on Wednesday
night (or whenever) and take you to my small group.’
According to a survey by Thom S Rainer, another key factor in
keeping people is involvement in the church’s ‘ministries’.
According to a survey of the ‘top six things that keep the formerly
unchurched active in church, ministry involvement is the most
important factor:
65%
55%
54%
49 %
38%
14%

ministry involvement
(all-age) Sunday School
obedience to God (?)
fellowship of members
pastor/preaching
worship services

Ministry involvement is fine where people have time, but in our
increasingly pressurised society here in the UK, where relatively
few people of working age are without paid work (even where
young children are present), and as a consequence where many of
the retired end up with child-care duties, this is less of an option
than it used to be. Certainly in a commuter city like Chelmsford,
time is far more precious than ever it was.
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An issue with which I have struggled is at what point does the
church follow up newcomers? According to Bill Easum, a North
American Methodist church consultant, “traditional churches must
respond within 24 hours to those who decide to give you their
names, addresses, and phone numbers. This contact needs to be
personal and made by the pastor in a church with fewer than four
hundred in worship and by laypeople in the larger church. The
layperson can call the visitor on the phone or make what some call
a ‘doorstep visit’, taking a gift of some kind and not going inside
the door. The key to assimilating new people is introducing them
to five to seven new people whom they will consider to be good
friends within the first three months of their visiting.” 84
A little later Easum writes: “Studies show that friendly, brief visits
to first-time visitors within 36 hours after they attend will cause
85% of them to return the following week. If this home visit is
made within 72 hours, 60% will return. If it is made more than 7
days later, 15% will return. If the pastor makes this call, each
result is cut in half. A phone call by a layperson or the pastor
instead of a personal visit cuts results by 80%. This immediate
response by a layperson is the most important factor in reaching
first-time visitors. The average person today visits several
churches before deciding on a church. This means he or she may
not come back for six weeks. By then, the average person decides
which church to return to based on the friendliness and
helpfulness of the members. If you wait until they return the
second time, you lost 85% of your visitors”.85
These statistics relate to a particularly cultural situation. What
may be true in the States may not be true elsewhere. Nonetheless,
I find the statistics challenging – and not least the emphasis upon
the prompt follow-up by a layperson.
Over the years I have adopted different strategies. Sometimes I
have just written a letter expressing my delight in their visit; and
sometimes I have sent a family church flowers left over from
Sunday worship. Once people have been two or three times to a
Sunday service, then I normally offer to visit them in their homes
– for when I stand at the door on a Sunday, it is impossible to have
any deep meaningful conversation with anybody. Yet the truth is
84
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that while for some the pastoral visit can cement relationships
with the church, with many others that is not the case.
For those newcomers who have yet to come to faith, then an
invitation to an Alpha class would be the next step. For those
newcomers who have already a Christian faith, then the next step
is to attend a new members’ class. According to one American
study, in ‘low demand churches’ these new membership classes
tend to be between 1-3 sessions, while in ‘high demand’ churches
the classes can last be between 24-45 sessions! In the light of that
categorisation, we must be in the low demand group! We find it
difficult to get newcomers to commit themselves to a course of any
length. I find it interesting that the membership class run at
Saddleback is only four hours long and is taught in one day. The
course ends with a ‘Saddleback quiz’ testing the prospective
members on how well they can state the purposes of the church! 86
Yes, as a church we do our best to ‘keep’ and not just ‘attract’
people. Sadly, in spite of all we do, there are many who just come
and go. Assimilation remains an ongoing challenge.
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Today we know more about the world than ever before. World
issues are presented to us every day; children do projects on world
issues at school; Fair Trade products are in the news and on our
supermarket shelves; our televisions, radios and newspapers ‘show
and tell’ to a degree that we can know more about far flung places
and its people than we do about our neighbours. Online vehicles
such as YouTube and Skype enable us to interact with people
around the world in ‘real-time’. With this understanding and
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