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Introduction 

 

The following Recommendation Report has been written to provide a strategic plan that will 
overview the four pathways and focus on the first one, to help the church to become 
increasingly faithful, abundantly effective, and enjoy a sustainable and vibrant presence in the 
community. Then and only then can you live up to the spirit of your vision statement, of being 
committed to being Jesus Christ for Columbia and your surrounding community and to fulfil 
your mission to lead this community you serve into a relationship with Jesus Christ and to serve 
them as he would.   

The more people you involve along this journey, the better your chances are for success. Pray 
for and process this report. Through it all pray earnestly, “Lord, through the power of your Holy 
Spirit give us the courage to follow through on our commitments to transform your church 
into what it was intended to be.   
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Objectives for the Consultation 

The goal of the on-site consultation process is to evaluate the strengths, opportunities, 
effectiveness, and sustainability of the church within its immediate community context and 
makes specific recommendations for the health of the congregation to increase the 
congregation’s missional impact. In addition, the Congregational Leadership Coaching and 
Training process includes several intensive training sessions designed to prepare the 
congregational leaders for the difficulties they are facing in transitioning their congregation into 
a vital, vibrant, faithful, effective, and sustainable church that reaches its neighbors and the 
community with the Gospel.  

Areas of Strength 

 
Areas of Opportunity Needing to Be Addressed 

 

To that end, this report has been designed to: 

1. Raise the congregation's awareness of the cultural context in which ministry must occur 
during the first quarter of the twenty-first century.  

2. Impress the necessity for building a foundation of spiritual practices, depth, and maturity 
within the congregation, and especially within those who are, or aspire to be, in 
leadership. 

3. Identify the congregation’s core mission, values, and vision in order to maximize the 
congregation’s ministry opportunities which can impact the surrounding community. 

4. To identify and eliminate any conflict which is negatively affecting the church’s growth 
and witness.   

5. Encourage the pastoral staff, lay leaders, and congregation to commit themselves to a 
systematic, focused, and sustained approach toward accomplishing God’s vision for the 
church.  

 

Note: If you do not wish to read the teaching material in Section One, proceed directly to Section 
Two. Do not skip Section Two.  
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Section 1 
The Vision 

There is a classic line in one of Charles Wesley’s best-loved hymns that describes the challenge 
before the church today. The hymn is “A Charge to Keep I Have” and the line is “to serve the 
present age, my calling to fulfill.” The challenge to the church is that our present age keeps 
changing, and it is changing more rapidly now than ever before in history. The changes are so 
enormous and rapid that they are causing a metamorphosis in every area of life. Fewer people 
today have a Christian memory than at any time since the founding of America. As a result of 
such change, many of the ministries and methods that once worked so well no longer achieve 
the desired results.  

We may not like many of the changes, but if we want to be effective in fulfilling our calling to 
offer Christ to the world, it is essential that we understand what is happening in this present 
age and develop effective ministries that will put the people of our day in touch with the 
timeless Gospel. As a new age dawns, the Gospel will not change, but the package in which the 
Gospel is shared is rapidly changing. In times such as these, vital congregations cannot continue 
to simply manage what exists. We must forge a new vision for ministry without compromising 
the Gospel. That is what this report is about. 

In his book, Growing Spiritual Redwoods, Bill Easum describes this new age as the “pre-
Christian” world, a time when the age of Christendom is coming to a close and a pre-Christian 
world, much like the first century, is emerging. The book, Growing Spiritual Redwoods, 
describes what he calls “Spiritual Redwood” churches. These Spiritual Redwoods have grown 
head and shoulders above the other churches and, if we see the world from their vantage 
point, we can see where God is leading the church in the 21st century. These churches are only 
spiritual giants because they have discovered how to grow people into spiritual giants. Each of 
these churches focuses their entire ministry on making disciples of non-religious people. Our 
hope above hopes is that the information, recommendations, and resources in this report will 
help your congregation grow a forest full of Spiritual Redwoods that will shade, shelter, and 
beckon those in your community to come and share the light of Jesus Christ. 

Principles of Today’s Disciple Making Church 

1. People who are not disciples of Jesus Christ are missing the primary reason they were 
created. 

2. Unconnected people matter to God and those who are within the church are 
commissioned to reach them.   

3. Their church is primarily a mission station for passing on new life in Christ to the 
unconnected.  

4. High expectations for their people are essential.  
5. Some things must be changed, and some things must be preserved. 
6. It is important to understand, love, accept, and like, secular, unconnected people. 
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7. It is more important to use music that unconnected people understand and are 
interested in to spread the 
Gospel, than it is to teach people 
to appreciate "good" music.  

8. It is important to be free of 
conflict so that as a unified 
congregation those outside of the 
church will know that you are 
Christians by your love for one 
another. 

9. Your neighborhood is the primary 
mission field. 

10. Nothing works today like it 
worked yesterday. 

 

Our studies also show that disciple-
making churches do several things that 
dying churches do not do:  

1. They are as familiar with the 
unconnected population around 
them as they are their own 
members. 

2. They set a high bar for church 
membership and hold their 
members accountable for 
acceptable Christian behavior. In 
addition, they hold the church’s 
leadership (both clergy and lay) to 
a higher standard than the rank-
and-file member. 

3. They strategically target the unconnected. 
4. They have a clear vision and mission plan for the future. 
5. They develop and implement a strategy for reaching unconnected, secular people. 
6. They equip their members to actually serve in ministries to others and witness for Jesus 

Christ instead of sitting on committees. 
7. They design worship so it is sensitive to the needs of the unconnected. 
8. They challenge people to commit their lives to Jesus Christ instead of just becoming 

members of a church. 
9. They are open to the leadership of the Holy Spirit and develop prayer ministries. 
10. They want other churches to join them in reaching out to secular people. 

 

In today’s culture, it is critical that churches do everything in their power to ensure they are 
faithful, effective, and sustainable.  

The needs in the world are many and great. 
People outside the church are spiritually hungry 
at the same time that they are alienated from, or 
simply ignorant of, traditional Christianity. The 
signs are clear … God is raising up a new kind of 
church to meet the challenges of “this present 
age.” The question is: Will your church be a part 
of what God is doing? Can your church claim the 
promise of Isaiah 43:16: "Cease to dwell in the 
days gone by … for I am doing a new thing in 
your midst"? Can your church earnestly pray, 
“Lord, lead us to what you are doing and 
blessing and help us to do it”? 

Churches that put themselves at God’s disposal 
will emerge as the Spiritual Redwoods of the 21st 
Century. Please understand that being a Spiritual 
Redwood is not about growing a big church, but 
about growing BIG people. Experience is showing 
us that the churches that do an exceptional job 
of growing disciples of Jesus Christ also happen 
to be growing numerically. We believe that God 
wants to send seeking people to congregations 
where people will be loved and nurtured into 
discipleship. 
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A Faithful Church Is: 

• Biblically grounded 
• Culturally relevant 
• Exists to transform lives 
• Mobilizes and equips the laity for mission and ministry 
• A community built on trust 
• Structured to grow disciples 

The Marks of an Effective Church are: 

1. Leaders lead in spiritual practices and integrity resulting in high trust and accountability 
2. Mission driven 
3. Vision focused 
4. Organized around four core processes: Invite, Connect, Apprentice, Send 
5. Prioritizes everything around transforming people and the community so that more 

ministry happens off campus than at church 
6. Has a streamlined decision-making process with few (if any) committees 
7. Intentionally and intently multiplies leaders, ministries, and missions 
8. Prioritizes funds around the mission to transform individuals and society 
9. Does not tolerate unresolved conflict and remains unified in its mission 
10. The church has high self-esteem (participants are excited and invite, invite, invite) 

A Sustainable Church: 

1. Maximizes its resources 
2. Recognizes its limitations 
3. Builds on its strengths  
4. Minimizes its weaknesses 
5. Is laser focused on keeping its Main Thing the Main Thing 
6. Is more concerned with ensuring a future than commemorating its history 

 

The following information and recommendations are offered simply to help 
your church discover ways to respond to the challenge of the future. You may 
disagree with some of the information or recommendations. If some of the 
information is incorrect, correct it. If you find yourself disagreeing with the 
information, before you react, ask yourself this question: "Do I not like what I 
am reading because it goes against my biblical foundations, or because it goes 
against my personal opinions, preferences, or sacred cows?" Knowing the 
difference is the primary task of leadership in changing times. 
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Section 2 
Priority Comments 

 

Keep in mind that the issue before you is not church health or church growth or even church 
survival. The issue is, what does it mean to be a faithful church. A faithful church is one that is 
intentionally seeking to carry out the Great Commission of “making disciples of all nations.” To 
be faithful means that your church is doing everything it can to win people for Jesus Christ. A 
faithful church is one that is intentionally seeking to be salt, light, and leaven in the world, both 
at home and abroad.  

Here are the overall comments that have been observed by the Effective Church Group   

Priority Comment 1: First Presbyterian Church is unclear about, and uncommitted to, its core 
identity. 

Although FPCC has a beautiful mission statement, it is so wordy and covers so much 
territory that it is effectively meaningless. Although there is very little to disagree with in 
the statement, if the leaders and the congregation can’t remember it well enough to 
weigh decisions and allocate resources based on it, then it is ineffective as a guiding 
document. Similarly, the congregation doesn’t share common core values or a 
compelling and unifying vision. Without identified values, the default core values are 
status quo and comfortability – “don’t change anything because we like it this way.” In 
addition, when leadership isn’t unified in leading in a specific direction to achieve 
specific goals, the church becomes self-absorbed and insular.  

Priority Comment 2: The church has few young adults – the real future of the church. 

The future of a church lies in their young adult membership. Although it is commonly 
held that “Youth are the future of our church,” studies show that approximately 60 
percent of youth who are raised in the church leave at the first opportunity and never 
return – to any church. On the other hand, young adults tend to be more settled and are 
in the process of putting roots into the community (and into a church, should they be so 
inclined). These are the real future of the church – but FPCC is not attracting or retaining 
enough young adults to become a sustainable congregation for the future.  

Priority Comment 3: The church has no specific target audience. 

It is as true in the church as it is in any business. When it comes to marketing, a church 
that tries to reach “everyone” effectively reaches no one. By evaluating the FPCC’s style, 
content, and presentation of the worship services, it was relatively easy to define the 
unstated target audience. Currently, the church is focused on attracting lapsed 
Presbyterians who have significant church experience, an appreciation for traditional 
Presbyterian rites and rituals, and an affection for either classic hymnody and historic 
instruments or for low energy Hillsong music. The problem with this target is twofold: 
First, there are few lapsed Presbyterians looking to return to church; and second, pretty 
much every Presbyterian church in town is targeting this very small target pool. If FPCC 
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intends to reach anyone else, it will have to intentionally choose a different target 
audience.   

Priority Comment 4: The church is suffering from long term decline. 

Although attendance numbers over the past ten years are somewhat sketchy, it appears 
that the church has been in general decline for at least ten years. Certainly the building 
was built to accommodate many hundreds more than it currently serves. At the current 
attrition rate, if nothing else changes, the congregation will drop below 100 in weekly 
worship attendance in as few as five years. However, given that nearly 70 percent of the 
current worshipping membership are sixty or older, that estimate could be optimistic. 

Priority Comment 5: The church has few first-time visitors and fewer returning guests. 

In light of the above, this is perhaps the most telling – and concerning – priority 
comment. Currently the church sees fewer than 30 visiting families each year, and fewer 
still return. Unless this changes, the congregation’s future is in serious jeopardy.  

Priority Comment 6: The church’s leadership is focused on membership services. 

After a review of the leadership’s response to the pre-consultation questions, it became 
apparent that the leaders – and therefore the congregation at large – are more 
concerned with providing membership services than they are leading or providing 
effective ministries designed to reach those outside of the church’s membership. 
Churches that focus on their own membership tend to be conflicted, risk-averse, and 
tunnel visioned. They are also universally in decline.  
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Section 3 
Considerations for Strategic Planning 

The following items are extracted from the Ministry Audit that was filled out by your 
congregation prior to our arrival. Each item is considered essential to the strategic plan.  

• The church has been in decline for well over a decade 
• Nearly 70 percent of the congregation is over 59 years-old 
• Less than 10 percent of the congregation is under 37 years-old 
• The church has experienced significant conflict 
• The church is membership focused 
• Gift and passion inventories are not used to facilitate leadership identification or 

placement 
• There is no intentional discipleship development system 
• Screen technology is available only in The Offering 
• The pastors time is tied up administering the church rather than growing it 
• Attendance tracking is unreliable 
• Spiritual maturity isn’t a key indicator for leadership recruiting 
• There is no assimilation process to help visitors become members 
• Few members are involved in adult spiritual formation groups 
• The worship services aren’t designed to reach non-Presbyterian young adults 
• The church receives few visitors 
• Fewer visitors return 
• The mission statement is lengthy and not memorable 
• The church has no unified vision 
• The church has no specific or measurable goals 
• The church has no identified target audience 
• Children are bored in the worship services 
• The sanctuary is effectively “empty” during worship 
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Section 4 
Presuppositions 

Every consultant has some biases. You need to know those of Bill Tenny-Brittian. 

1. The purpose of the church is to give life away to those inside and outside the church in 
the name of Jesus Christ. The purpose of the church is not simply to take care of itself. 
Those who merely care for their members are clubs, not churches.  

2. The purpose of the church is to win the area in which it is located to Jesus Christ. The 
purpose is never to build an institutional church, so size is never the issue. The issue is 
whether God’s people are spreading scriptural holiness throughout the area.  

3. I do not believe that God wants any church to be closed. Some churches choose not to 
be churches and therefore close themselves in spite of God.  

4. If the above is true, then where the church is located and what ministries the church 
should be engaged in are determined by the felt needs of the community as much as 
the felt needs of the present members.  

5. Where the institutional church is located does not matter to people who understand 
that their ministry is to reach out to people in the name of Jesus Christ.  

6. God wants every church to grow.  

7. Recent history shows that circuits/multi-charge churches seldom work.  

8. Worship designed for unchurched and pre-Christian people is essential for ministry in 
the 21st century.  

9. Worship that reaches pre-Christian people born after 1946 must include both 
indigenous music and multimedia.  

In preparing to interpret and implement this report, your church would be wise to have its 
leaders read Unfreezing Moves by Bill Easum and Staffing the Effective Church by Bill Easum and 
Bill Tenny-Brittian. These books will give you immense guidance in not only how to proceed, but 
also in understanding the dynamics of a faithful congregation. 

Based on the above, Bill Tenny-Brittian and the Effective Church Group offer the following 
observations and recommendations.  
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Section 5 
Recommendations 

The following recommendations are listed in order of importance. In general, each one builds a 
foundation for the next. Although there may be a temptation to attempt multiple 
recommendations simultaneously, this could result in confusion and ultimately a "good-
enough" attitude as if the goal was to put a checkmark in front of each one indicating it's been 
finished. Some of the following recommendations can be completed relatively rapidly, whereas 
others include the implementation of processes that will never be "complete."  

Some recommendations will need to be delegated to specific individuals, some to teams, and 
some the whole church will need to embrace to implement. To that end, it might be helpful for 
the church's leadership to review these recommendations and decide which should be 
delegated to others. However, those teams or individuals who are given the responsibility 
should immediately develop specific objectives that are mission-focused and time-bound so 
that they can be held accountable for the effective and timely implementation of their 
recommendation. 



 14 

Recommendation 1: Adapt and Embrace the Current Mission Statement 

Although the church has an extensive mission statement, it is lengthy and contains many 
elements that are extraneous or should be included in other sections of the church’s DNA. A 
mission is a simple statement of purpose … what is the main thing? Jim Collins of Good to Great 
fame says that an effective mission is short enough to fit on a t-shirt or bumper sticker. A 
church’s mission never changes. 

An effective mission statement for a business, a church, or even an individual identifies what 
the end product is produced. Pepsi exists to provide beverages. Burger King exists to provide 
reasonably priced foods. Apple exists to provide innovative hardware and software. The church 
exists to ____? According to the founder, the church exists to “make disciples.” 

The current mission statement reads:  

However, according to the website, the mission statement has been abbreviated to: 

Living our faith in Jesus Christ by: Embracing All People, Engaging All Neighborhoods, 
Encouraging Each Other, and Empowering Lives. 

Although this statement has a lovely alliteration, as written, FPCC appears to exist to be a local 
life coach (embrace, encourage, and empower the neighbors). This isn’t necessarily a bad thing, 
but the longer mission statement suggests that discipleship to Jesus Christ is foundational. 
Arguably, one could surmise that the abbreviated statement suggests this, but that would be 
true only to an insider. Anyone reading the statement without the longer mission’s context or 
the FPCC cultural milieu would not be able to make that leap.  

Therefore, rather than going back to the drawing board, a very painful process for most 
churches, we recommend adapting the abbreviated mission statement to read:  

Making Disciples of Jesus Christ by: Embracing All People, Engaging All Neighborhoods, 
Encouraging Each Other, and Empowering Lives. 

This change should probably be officially adopted by the Session and entered into the minutes 
because once the mission has been adopted, when accessed appropriately, it should take on a 
life of its own in providing a guide for every decision the leaders and the congregation makes.  

Once the mission has been adopted, the church’s leadership and congregation must begin living 
into it. 

An organization’s mission is the guiding principle on which all else is based. When churches, 
non-profit organizations, or businesses fail it is often because they have neglected their core 
purpose. Although in truth, this is almost always a leadership issue, in the church the issue may 
be the result of trying to do too much “good” with too few resources.  Many of these “good” 
ministries may have been started sometime in the past when there was a significant need that 
the church rose up to meet; however, months or years later, those needs may have been met, 
but the ministry continues long after its effectiveness has lapsed. When someone has the 
audacity to suggest a particular ministry has outlived its purpose, they can generally count on a 
quick and painful backlash from those who have invested in the ministry.  
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Churches that successfully undergo a transformation toward effectiveness do so because they 
are willing to be clear not only about why they exist (their mission), but about which ministries 
they support to achieve their purpose. To that end, FPCC must begin evaluating literally 
everything it does in light of its mission.  

As you review the mission statement consider this question: Does every ministry, every event, 
every service, every class, every meeting, and even every group we allow to use our building 
in some way achieve and enhance the mission?  

To implement this recommendation, once the congregation’s mission has been codified, the 
church's leadership must immediately begin evaluating any new ministry ideas against the 
mission. Ask, “Does this idea help us achieve our mission in a real, tangible way?” If you have to 
make a stretch to get the ministry to “fit” then in reality it doesn’t fit and the church must 
“pass” on that ministry idea even if the ministry idea is a good ministry and achieves good 
work. For example, investing in a save-the-endangered-crimson-chipmunks ministry might be a 
noble ministry – after all, aren’t we charged with being good stewards of the environment? The 
answer is, yes. It is a good and noble ministry. And yes, we are charged with stewarding the 
environment. Indeed, the church may even have a core group of seven who want to spearhead 
this ministry. But the question must be asked … does this ministry help the church achieve its 
mission? The answer on reflection is probably not. And so, the church must pass on the save 
the chipmunk ministry. On the other hand, if the core group of seven feel called to this ministry, 
the church should bless them and encourage them. But the ministry cannot be a church 
adopted/supported ministry (no newsletter articles, no worship announcements, no bulletin 
mentions, no website banner ads, no funding, etc.). 

Once the leaders are comfortable with measuring new ministries against the mission, then it’s 
time to begin evaluating existing ministries against the mission statement. No ministry must be 
exempt from this scrutiny – and again, that includes beloved ministries that have become 
congregational traditions (from choir to Sunday school, women’s group to men’s breakfasts). If 
a ministry does not meet the mission criterion, then it must be disbanded.  

There are a variety of ways to “disband” a ministry. Of course there’s the “This ministry will no 
longer be meeting” or “We will not be hosting the annual church rummage sale this year” 
method. This may warranted in a number of cases. On the other hand, some ministries are 
better left to decline and disband on their own. For instance, in some churches there may be a 
gender-based ministry or two that have ceased being effective and do not reflect the 
congregational mission; however, telling four seventy-six-year-olds that they can no longer 
meet as a church ministry would not only be divisive, it would be hurtful. Instead, church 
leaders should gently withdraw their direct support and allow the ministries to end on their 
own terms with grace and dignity. The notices of the ministry should be quietly dropped from 
the church calendar, newsletter, budget, etc. If there is a stir about this, a gentle explanation 
with an assurance that the ministry can continue, but without public church support should be 
offered. Although this is not as efficient as simply pulling the plug, it creates significantly less 
conflict.  

In some cases, a misaligned ministry may simply need to be re-visioned and refocused. For 
instance, one church participated in a Christmas basket distribution with a local charity group. 
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The church would gather the contents for the Christmas baskets, pack them, and deliver them. 
However, they were not allowed to include information about the church, to speak about the 
church’s role, or even to introduce themselves to the beneficiaries. The church did not want to 
stop what they felt was an important ministry that supported their mission; however, it was 
clear the ministry had no way to facilitate making disciples of Jesus Christ. In this case, the 
church withdrew their work with the local charity and opted to work with another agency that 
was only too happy to allow the church to include information and allow the church to build 
casual relationships with those receiving the baskets. Because the church’s leadership was 
committed to its mission and to alignment, it found a way to continue the ministry by making 
changes to the ministry. 

Ultimately, even the organizational practices and policies of the church must come under 
scrutiny as well. Every meeting that the church’s leaders attend must be weighed against the 
congregational mission. Is it really missional for the building and grounds committee to meet 
every month? How is the weekly staff meeting engendering the mission? If a meeting is 
primarily an information sharing opportunity, consider electronic meetings or better still use 
emails, cloud documents, social media, texts, FaceTime, etc.  
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Recommendation 2: Discern the First Presbyterian Core Values 

There do not appear to be any articulated core values for the congregation. Lacking specific and 
articulated core values means that the functional values of the church default to Status Quo 
and Personal Preference. When this is the case, the congregation prioritizes the needs/desires 
of the membership above the needs/desires of those outside the church. 

Whereas a church’s mission defines why they exist, Core Values reflect what a church finds 
important within the scope of the mission. In the broadest possible terms, you can tell what’s 
really important to an individual or an organization by measuring two things: how they spend 
their money and how they spend their time. In other words, when given the opportunity to act 
without external constraints, our behavior will always be consistent with our values. To 
discover what’s really important to a church, one would look at the church budget and at the 
church’s calendar. For instance, many churches claim that they believe evangelism is important, 
and yet when they analyze their budget and calendar most of these churches realize that 
evangelism, for them, is little more than an idealized value … not a realized value. In other 
words, their “walk” doesn’t match their “talk.” Therefore, not only is it critical for a 
congregation to discern and define its Core Values, it must ensure that the Core Values set both 
the expectations and boundaries for congregational behavior, and for individuals as they do 
ministry in a congregational context.  

One of the key benefits of congregationally defined and accepted Core Values is that they instill 
trust within and throughout the congregation. If Leader A is acting within the scope of the 
Mission and making decisions within the boundaries of the Core Values, then the congregation 
can rest assured the decisions made will reflect the church’s best interests.  

I have included a Harvard Business Report article by Jim Collins in Appendix A that outlines an 
excellent way to determine the church’s core values.  

Once the leadership reaches consensus around the Core Values, the next step is to share them 
using the ripple effect. Share with ever-increasing groups and get their feedback. Again, the 
goal is consensus and to get congregational support. Once this has been achieved, the 
congregation will need to vote to adopt the Core Values and then begin the process of living 
into them.  

Remember that the congregation’s Core Values will determine how the congregation allocates 
its time and money. Therefore, ultimately, before any and every decision made within the 
congregation this question will need be answered: Is this decision reflective of our Core Values? 
If does not, then alternatives must be explored. 

In addition, each year the leadership should evaluate how well the leadership and the 
congregation is reflecting the Core Values. This is done by doing a survey of both members of 
the congregation as well as non-members and even non-participants who are familiar with the 
church. For instance, if the church hosts a Scout troop or a Twelve-Step group, the congregation 
should also solicit representative participants from these groups as well.  
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 In gathering responses, a single question for each Core Value should be used. For example, if a 
congregation includes hospitality as one of its values, one of the survey questions would look 
like this: 

 

“We will be gracious hosts and practice radical hospitality with everyone we meet.” 

On a scale of 0–5, how well does this congregation reflect this Core Value? 

 

Once all the responses are gathered, they should be sorted, tallied, and averaged with an 
aggregate score, a leadership score, a membership score, and a participant score. These scores 
should give the leaders and members pause to consider how to make adjustments in order to 
move from idealized values to increasingly realized values. By annualizing the scores, leadership 
will be able to make plans to vision-cast increasing alignment to the values as well as helping 
leaders internalize the values within the decision-making processes of the wider church. 

In our time together, I suspect the following three values may reflect the church’s heart: 

• Welcoming Hospitality 
  – We welcome everyone with radical hospitality 

• Community 
  – We are committed to creating and supporting community in our church, in Columbia, 
and beyond 

• Excellence 
  – We offer our best in order to honor and reflect God well 
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Recommendation 3: Create a Compelling Vision 

A vision is a vivid word picture of what it would be like if the church achieved its mission over a 
specific time period, typically three to five years. The vision is both compelling and measurable. 
A church’s vision changes as mileposts and goals are reached. 

It was clear in reading the leadership’s response to the question of vision that First Presbyterian 
does not have a unifying or compelling vision. In fact, few of the responses were consistent, 
with the exception that almost everyone mentioned the need for more members. The rest of 
the responses were literally all over the map. Although all the ideas were good, none could 
really be called visionary or compelling.  

Again, I suggest turning to the Jim Collin’s article in Appendix A for details on creating a 
compelling vision.   
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Recommendation 4: Define Your Target Audience(s) 

When an organization tries to reach “everybody,” it effectively reaches nobody. That’s a 
marketing axiom that applies to the church as well. Currently, based on the worship style, the 
hospitality practices, and the technology levels, the FPCC target audiences is designed to reach 
significantly-churched Presbyterians, born before 1960, who appreciate either classic worship 
or low energy Hillsong music. Sadly, the number of lapsed Presbyterians who have significant 
church history and who are willing to return to church is a very small number (and there’s a lot 
of competition from other Presbyterian churches for those few lapsed Presbyterians here in 
Columbia). And although there are a few younger families in the membership, most appear to 
be life-long Presbyterians who appreciate the traditions and styles of the denomination. If the 
church is determined to reach other audiences, then significant changes in the worship styles, 
hospitality, technology, and discipleship will be required. 

The truth is, there are no “bad” target audiences. So long as a church is intentional about who 
they’re equipped to reach  

It would be nice if the First Presbyterian Church of Columbia could reach everyone in its 
ministry area. But it can’t. There are people living in your ministry area who do not speak 
English and so couldn’t understand your worship. There are those who suffer from serious 
addictions or mental illnesses and so couldn’t sit through an hour’s programming. There are 
those who are so poor that they would feel conspicuous and uncomfortable in your church 
services. And the list goes on.  

Therefore, it is important that FPCC define its “ideal target” so that it can focus its worship, 
programs, marketing, and events to reach that target.  

This is one of the recommendations that nearly always gets significant pushback. “But we were 
founded on the principle that everyone is welcome.” However, that targeting does not exclude 
anyone. Indeed, targeting has no bearing whatsoever on the church’s level of universal 
welcome. We should presume that everyone would always be welcome in the church. 
However, the reality is that not everyone is going to relate to what you offer.  

The fact is, every church either consciously or unconsciously targets particular segments of the 
population. Indeed, every worship service is broadly targeted, whether the church realizes its 
intent or not. A service using classical instruments such as the organ and piano, that chooses 
traditional hymns such as Have Thine Own Way, Lord, and offers expository preaching with 
little or no technology has targeted older Christians and Christians raised in the church. On the 
other hand, a service that uses an acoustic guitar and keyboard, sings praise and worship songs 
such as Come, Now Is the Time to Worship, and offers topical preaching using some digital 
technology is largely targeting Baby Boomers who have some church memory. Although 
everyone is "welcome" at either service, and certainly there are Boomers who love the classics 
and vice versa, the reality is these (and every) services have chosen a target by default. 
Currently, it is clear that FPCC’s “target” is primarily formerly churched Presbyterians or others 
who are acquainted and appreciative of a more formal liturgy. Of course, lapsed Presbyterians 
are a legitimate target, albeit an exceptionally limited target. If the church opts to continue its 
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focus on this target it is unlikely the church will be able to retain sustainability because, even 
though the church officially “welcomes” everybody, few visitors will return (as is currently the 
case).  

It is important to remember that targeting has always been the church’s practice. Indeed, it was 
our founder’s customary practice who said “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel” 
(Matthew 15:24) and indeed, when he sent his disciples out. Note, however, that these words 
were spoken to a non-Jewess and Jesus chose to heal her daughter nonetheless. In other 
words, even though Jesus was specific about his target, his practice was to offer a measure of 
hospitality to all. All were welcome, but he focused on his target.  

Using local demographic and psychographics as a basis to start, here is an example of a 
potential target audience for the First Presbyterian Church of Columbia. Meet Chris, Caitlynn, 
Cara, and Callin, Columbia’s paradigmatic young family: 

Chris is thirty-five and Cait is thirty-one. Chris owns a small 
distribution business and Cait is an insurance adjustor for a 
national insurance company. Chris has a degree in economics; 
Cait has a math degree They work hard and play hard and are 
committed to their children, sometimes to the point of being 
overcommitted to support their kid’s activities. Chris golfs. Cait is 
remodeling the house. Last summer they went to Disney World. 
The family car is a Honda Odyssey and Nathan drives an Accura 
SUV. 

However, it’s important to remember that this family has little 
real church experience. They have both been to church in the 
very distant past, but they have little interest in getting involved 
in yet another organization. On the other hand, they consider 
themselves spiritually aware and would enjoy a lively 
conversation on the subject with a close friend or two.  

If they were looking for a church, they would most likely go at the invitation of a friend. Because 
they have discerning tastes, they would expect both excellence and exceptional hospitality. 
However, if their children were bored or a constant distraction, it wouldn’t make any difference 
how excellent or hospitable or deeply moving the service was … they would not return. On the 
other hand, if their children “loved” the experience, that would likely be enough to cover a 
multitude of “sins” and they would return at least for a second look.  

Of course, FPCC need not adopt this particular target, but it will be important to choose one in 
order to make decisions about worship style, priorities, marketing, events, sermon topics, etc. 

It is possible to have two target audiences, one for each of your current worship services. 
However, when a church chooses this option, the tendency is to give lip service to reaching the 
younger audience while in fact the resources and support are allocated to the senior audience. 
However, be aware that if a single target is adopted, that both service styles will need to be 
adapted to best reach the target. Yes, the classic worship service would retain its traditional 
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flavor, but accommodations and significant concessions would need to be made to be 
welcoming of those who have a different learning style (see Recommendation 7).  
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 Recommendation 5: Implement Relative Hospitality Practices 

Every generation and culture has different hospitality expectations. Folgers coffee is perfectly 
acceptable by many seniors, but is considered swill by many young adults. Passing the Peace is 
part of a warm welcome in confessional churches (Presbyterian, Lutheran, Episcopal, etc.), but 
is anxiety provoking by those outside of those denominations – and even more so by those 
raised outside the church. Those raised on radio entertainment tend to be auditory learners. 
Those raised with the internet are participatory learners. These, and many more, are all key 
hospitality issues that must be addressed when designing effective hospitality for a specific 
target audience. From parking to exiting, literally everything that’s experienced on a church’s 
property is a hospitality issue.  

In our experience, we’ve never found a church that didn’t believe it was one of the friendliest 
churches in town. Indeed, in some ways we found FPCC to be welcoming. However, the first-
time visitor experience is not as welcoming as many in the church would indicate, especially for 
families with limited church experience.  

Below are a number of bullet point hospitality issues we noticed and/or experienced during our 
visit on September 29. However, before the church addresses any of these issues, we 
recommend creating a Hospitality or First Impressions Team and that they view the Hospitality 
Training DVD1 set. The training set covers everything we’ve pointed out below and much more. 
We also recommend that the Session give the team the full authority to implement “whatever 
it takes” for the church to deliver “excellent hospitality” to your visitors and guests. 

Hospitality Issues of Note 

NOTE: We approach a church’s hospitality practices “as if” we were first-time visitors 
with limited church experience. Several of the issues noted would not be of much 
concern to someone with significant church experience, and even less so if they had 
significant Presbyterian church experience.  

General Observations 

• There were no signs that point visitors to off street church parking 
• There were no designated visitor parking spots in the church parking lot 
• There were greeters outside of the church doors (Kudos!) 
• We were approached several times and were asked, “Are you visitors?” (Awkward!!) 
• We were invited to get coffee and were told we could take it into the worship center for 

the Offering worship service (again, Kudos!)  
• There were no signs pointing to the restrooms in the main lobby (which became a 

problem between services) 

First Service 

• No one spoke to us in the Offering space – other than the pastor 

 
1 When the Hospitality Team is ready for these resources, contact the Effective Church Group (Bill T-B) and the set 
will be made available at no cost. 
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• There were sound issues at the beginning and it was clear the sound had not been 
tested before the service began 

• There was too much paper … and some of it seemed irrelevant to the worship service 
• There were so many chairs and so few people, there was no “critical mass” to generate 

any energy 
• Words to songs were on the screen (Good job) 
• One of the words in the song of confession was misspelled (hear instead of here) 
• Words to songs regularly did not transition early enough so we were not able to sing 

along with the first couple of words 
• The response “Thanks be to God” was not on the screen and we felt foolish not speaking 

along with “everyone else” 
• There were several terms used in worship (both services) that someone with limited 

church experience would not have understood: Advent, much of the Bible reading 
(what’s a Chaldean?), “law of Moses,” “hung on a tree,” “Bread broken and life poured 
out,” Doxology, to name just a few 

• Many of the participants sat through the service with their arms folded and didn’t seem 
to be enjoying themselves – and regularly didn’t participate (this effected the general 
affect of the service) 

• No one clapped (applause) – the service felt both stilted and formal 
• The children were bored out of their skulls (we have video and pictures!) 
• It seemed that several of the songs were unfamiliar with the worshippers and many did 

not sing – we were certainly unfamiliar with most of them 
• The offering time was awkward because we didn’t know what to do with the bucket 

when it got to us … and there wasn’t anybody to hand it to at first (she did materialize 
after a little bit) 

• The music leader was tied to his music and rarely looked up 
• There was a general lack of energy … the music felt more performed that worshipful 
• There were awkward periods of silence during transitions 
• None of the application options from the sermon were relevant to a visitor 
• The call for emailing or texting the pastor did not have a corresponding slide 

Classic Worship 

• The pew pad was not passed in the second service 
• There was no one leading music, which created issues on at least one hymn since the 

congregation didn’t know when to “come in” 
• The Peace was exceptionally awkward … only one person spontaneously “greeted us,” 

though we did meet eyes with one person who appeared to suddenly feel obligated to 
greet us. Interestingly, the folks at the other end of the pew didn’t even look at us – we 
ended up standing alone, awkwardly, for most of the time 

• The second service was so poorly attended for the size of the space that the offering 
plates cannot be passed, which means when the usher came to us, it felt more like being 
solicted personally by a panhandler  

• There was nothing to keep our attention during the choir’s anthem (no visuals) 
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• There was an awful lot of paper … not very environmentally friendly  
• “Thanks be to God” response was not printed in the bulletin 
• There was no screen technology in the main sanctuary 
• The kids sermon was barely intelligible to us … it certainly went right over the top of the 

heads of the kids (risky real estate deals aren’t a part of a typical seven-year-old’s 
understanding) 

• There was plenty of applause in this service … which we found odd 
• There were awkward periods of silence during transitions 
• None of the application options from the sermon were relevant to a visitor – however, 

the pastor noted this in this service 
• The pastor’s text number/email was not in the bulletin 

Post Service 

• Although there were more people “hanging out” in the lobby after the service, there 
was no coffee 

• No one invited us to return next week (or ever again) 
• No one spoke to us at all after the service (in fact, I sat down on one of the couches and 

watched as people tried to not meet my eyes) 
• The front doors were locked and several people tried to get back in and members had to 

open the doors for them 
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Recommendation 6: Implement an Effective Follow-Up System 

The first step to effective follow-up is to get the visitor’s contact information. Experience and 
studies have shown that the only method that is less effective than passing Friendship Pads 
(pew pads) is to not ask at all. Although offering to make a donation to the food pantry is a 
good “bribe,” when the pew pads aren’t passed (I was not offered one in the second service at 
all), they don’t get filled out … and even when they do get passed, visitors rarely complete 
them. A more effective method for getting contact information will be needed. In addition, a 
follow-up system that turns visitors into returning guests is important – especially give the low 
percentage of returning guests at FPCC. 

In a cultural milieu that values independence and privacy, it is especially difficult to extract 
contact information from a visitor or guest. Indeed, as of this writing, there is no single system 
that is effective in getting this information 100 percent of the time. However, by implementing 
the following three tactics to achieve this recommendation, your success rate will improve 
tremendously.  

Stop Using “Pew Pads” 

Pew pads are only slightly more effective than doing nothing – UNLESS everyone in the 
congregation fills them out completely every single week. And I don’t mean they just put their 
name in the book and check the “I’m a member” box. Completely. And since that’s not going to 
happen, find a nice dark file box for them and 
tuck them away in the attic. The most effective 
way to get guest information is to have a 
registration and prayer request card (one card, 
two sides) that is included as an insert or tear off 
in the weekly program. Then, during the service, 
a moment is taken for EVERYONE to fill out the 
registration cards (it won’t matter how much info 
the members put, so long as they are writing on 
the cards when everyone else is) and to add any 
prayer requests to the card. After a few 
moments, the cards are collected … preferably 
separately from the offering plates, but you can 
combine the registration with offering if desired. 

Follow-Up with Visitors  
Multiple studies show that friendly, brief calls on first-time visitors by the Lead Pastor or 
another staff up-fronter (worship leader, etc.) within twenty-four hours after they attend will 
improve the chance of a return visit by 85 percent (in other words, go immediately following 
the Sunday service!). If this home visit is made within seventy-two hours, 60 percent of them 
return. If it is made more than seven days later, 15 percent return. A phone call by a layperson 
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or the pastor, instead of a personal visit, cuts the results by 80 percent. This immediate 
response is the most important factor in reaching first-time visitors. 

Some churches make the mistake of putting off an initial visit until a guest has returned a 
second time. This would be a serious problem with FPCC, since very few visitors return a second 
time. The reality is, the average person today visits several churches before they decide on a 
church home. This means they may not come back for more than six weeks. By then, they 
decide which church to return to by the friendliness and helpfulness of the members. If you 
wait to contact them until they return the second time, you lose over 75 percent of the visitors. 

In addition, current research demonstrates that it is significantly more effective if the pastor or 
another recognizable “up-fronter” (the worship leader, vocalists, etc.) makes this initial visit. 
This visit should be a “door step” visit. For instance, the lead pastor stops in, stays on the front 
porch, thanks the guest for coming, leaves them a gift of value (see below) and a visitor’s 
packet or some other hand-off, and invites them to the next week’s service (and perhaps an 
upcoming “Meet the Pastor and Staff” dessert or luncheon. The pastor should not go in, even if 
invited (of course, leave room for the Spirit’s movement here). 

Upgrade Your Welcome Gift to a Gift of Value 

Do you really need another coffee mug? Probably not, and yet this is the number one “gift” 
churches give to visitors. If you want to know what happens to most church mugs, visit the local 
Goodwill and see how many church mugs are there in the ceramics section. The point of the 
doorstep gift is to leave a lasting impression – one that will not soon be forgotten. For great 
ideas about gifts of value, see Appendix B. 

Send a Handwritten Welcome Note 

Few people look forward to receiving form letters. In fact, most form letters get tossed in the 
trash before they’re fully read (or even glanced at). If you want to Wow! your first-time visitors 
(or anyone else in your church, for that matter) then take the time to send them a handwritten 
note thanking them for attending the worship service (or event or class or …). Use a good 
quality card or stationary and write a few brief words and then sign, seal, stamp, and send it 
(don’t use the office metering postage machine – in fact, be a bit persnickety and buy really 
“cool” stamps - it’ll make an impression). Guests will remember fondly the time you took to 
send them a note, and that memory is often the difference between someone who’s wavering 
about their return. (We received a very nice note from the chair of your outreach department … 
good job!) 

Develop an Email Drip Campaign 

When a visitor gives you their email address, it can be a valuable tool to send a series of emails 
over a couple of weeks. This can be easily done using tools like MailChimp. For instance, 
sending a Thanks for Coming email on Tuesday and a Get to Know the Staff email on Thursday 
(with a corresponding invitation to return on Sunday) may entice your visitors to return to get 
to know you better. Done over a two or three week period with the final email inviting the 
visitor to attend a Get to Know the Church or lunch with the pastor, etc. can be especially 
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effective. (In today’s world, this can be done via texting as well … TextInChurch.com provides 
the tools for this.) 
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Recommendation 7: Rework Worship to Appeal to Your Target 

Worship changes over time. Indeed, the worship style that was largely practiced in the 1950s is 
significantly different than what is practiced in even the most “traditional” worship service 
today. To move deeply into worship, a participant must be able to relate to the rituals, customs, 
vocabulary, technology, songs, instrumentation, light-levels, and even the costume/dress 
practices. These vary significantly by generation and experience. Therefore, once a target 
audience is selected, the worship practices will need to be adjusted in order to create a 
worshipful environment for them. 

Create Critical Mass 

Worship comes in two basic “flavors”: Private and Corporate.  

Private worship is the kind of worship experience you have when you’re by yourself at the 
beach, walking through a meadow at sunrise, or standing in the shadow of the Rocky 
Mountains. It’s a deeply personal, spiritual experience that loses some of its attraction when 
other people show up.  

Corporate worship is the kind of worship experience you have when you’re in close proximity to 
other people who are participating and sharing in a group experience (from “two or three” to 
two or three thousand). Corporate worship requires group energy. It might be the energy of 
two or three of you in cozy living room sharing in a powerful time of prayer. It might be you and 
a hundred others in a sanctuary in full voice with the choir singing Be Thou My Vision. Or it 
might be you and a thousand others with arms outstretched reaching to God as the light show 
swirls around you and the thumping bass, screaming guitar, and beating drums drown out 
everyone but the worship leader. However, corporate worship fizzles when the crowd is sparse 
and scattered hither and yon across a large room. And that’s the state of both FPCC worship 
services.  

There are a couple ways to solve the lack of critical mass problem in churches. Of course, the 
preferred method is to fill the worship space with people. The problem is, church growth tends 
to be a crockpot process … it takes time. But currently, when a visitor drops in to worship with 
you there is no shared energy because there are so few people in too large a space.  

A second method is to limit the seating. In the Offering space this is an easy fix. Simply remove 
a bunch of chairs. In our experience, when a church has flexible seating it is best to begin 
worship with slightly fewer chairs than you expect to need. This does two things. First, it forces 
the congregation to sit in closer proximity with each other – a practice that fosters worship 
energy. Second, it creates some buzz and excitement when the ushers have to set up more 
chairs during worship … “Look! We’re getting more people … we’re growing!” I’ve shared some 
best-practices with your pastor about how many chairs to start with and how/when to add 
more chairs during the service.  

A third method is to relocate to a smaller worship space. To be honest, this would be a good 
solution for the Classic Worship Service – the current worshipping numbers aren’t enough to 
even fill the Offering space and it’s unlikely the Classic Service will see exponential growth: 
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Classic Worship Services simply aren’t seeing significant growth in today’s culture. However, I 
also realize this is most likely a non-starter, since the sanctuary is host to traditional worship 
instruments and sports the classic arched ceilings.  

For the Classic Worship Service, this pretty much only leaves the limit-seating option. If FPCC 
removed enough pews to create critical mass with the limited worshippers, the expansive room 
would feel oddly empty. Therefore, the congregation will need to be encouraged to sit in the 
front quarter of the pews. It might be well-worth the investment to rope off the back three 
quarters of the pews (or mark them as Reserved). Yes, I’m aware that many of the members 
will have to vacate “their” seats, but for the sake of the quality and energy of the worship, as 
well as for the future of the service, this will simply need to be one of the sacrifices the 
members will have to make – the alternatives are either very expensive or very inconvenient.  

Create Non-Presumptive Worship 

Unless you choose to continue to target well-churched Presbyterians, it will be important to 
redesign both of your services so that they are non-presumptive. A non-presumptive worship 
service is one that’s been developed with the realization that in today’s unchurched culture, the 
majority of the population no longer understands Christian vocabulary, rituals, or rites and is 
not familiar with either the Bible or church history. Therefore, worship is designed without the 
assumption that the average person in the worship center “knows” what we know and/or is 
familiar with what we find both comforting and familiar.  

Both worship services at FPCC were designed for, perhaps unintentionally, well-churched 
Christians … and in particular, well churched Presbyterians. This was evidenced by the 
presumption that those in the worship centers understood words and phrases like “Worship in 
Confession,” apostles, introit, doxology, benediction, “Passing of Peace,” creed, “bread broken 
and life poured out,” redemption, chancel, narthex, etc. In addition, it was presumed that 
participants were familiar with: what a prophet was, who Jeremiah was, who the Babylonians 
and the Chaldeans were, and what the difference was between the Old Testament and the New 
Testament. In addition, it was expected that “everyone” knew how to respond to the 
pronouncement “This is the word of the Lord” (as well as what that phrase means).  

In addition, there were a number of common Reformed church rituals and rites that would be 
foreign, meaningless, and potentially uncomfortable to a not-yet Christian, at least in their 
current formats. The confession, assurance of forgiveness, the affirmation of faith, and 
especially the passing of the peace would need some explanation at least and some reworks at 
best. (For instance, the Passing of the Peace is a ritual historically associated with communion. 
As generally practiced in the Classic Worship Service, it served primarily as a moment of 
greeting, which would further confuse a guest. In addition, the practice is exceptionally 
“unfriendly” and angst inducing to guests – indeed, a “meet and greet” time in worship is 
ranked by the unchurched as the #2 most unwelcoming and unfriendly practice in worship, 
followed only by asking visitors to stand and be recognized during a worship service.) 

To create non-presumptive services, the vocabulary should be either revised or defined every 
time an unfamiliar word is used. For instance, if the scripture reading is from 1 Thessalonians, 
then the reader should introduce Paul as the author and introduce the letter as well, viz. 
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“We’re reading from the first letter to the Thessalonians. It was written by Paul, one of the 
most prolific church starters in the first century and the author of almost a third of the Christian 
Bible. One of the churches he started was in the Greek port city of Thessalonica and this is one 
of the two letters he wrote to that church.” 

In addition, all rituals and rites should be either revised or defined so that those who aren’t 
familiar with them are put at ease (or invited to bow out). For instance, if one of the creeds is 
included in worship, it should be introduced as a statement of the tenets of the Christian faith 
and that Christians traditionally recite these beliefs as an affirmation of their unity. This would, 
at least, give a non-believer a basic understanding and allow them to opt out if they so choose.  

Develop a Theology of Light 

In today’s culture, the use of lights in theater, in public presentations, and in worship does 
more than just allow the participants to see. It helps set the tone and the mood of the 
presentation. It can garner energy or foster a sense of peace and calm. However, the lighting in 
both worship centers were simply “on.” Although this may seem to create a neutral climate, it 
in fact dilutes any worshipful energy that might be generated in the service, serving almost as a 
numbing agent. Please see Appendix C for additional details. 

Only Sing Singable Music 

Music is the language of our generation. This was said of the Baby Boomer generation, but it 
has been no less true of Gen-X and the Millennials – and there’s no indication that the axiom is 
going to break with the next generation. That being so, it is important that any congregationally 
sung hymn of song be “singable.” 

Once upon a time, hymnody was an important theological teaching tool. The words to the great 
hymns weren’t just inspiring, they were written to teach and support appropriate theology. In 
part this was because the average church goer was semi-literate and did not have ready access 
to the Bible because books were rare and cost prohibitive. After the late 1600s and the rise of 
both the printing industry and public education, this reasoning wasn’t quite as compelling; 
however, there was over 1500 years of tradition that continued to be passed down, especially 
to classically trained church musicians.   

However, since the rise of the Boomers the emphasis on teaching through music changed. 
Today, access to the Bible and to any theological question is as accessible as “Okay Google” or 
“Hey Siri.” Instead of an emphasis on the words, Boomers emphasized experiential. Gen-X 
emphasized beat. Millennials emphasize percussion. And all of them demand a signable tune – 
a tune that they can hum, whistle, and tap in time.  

Unfortunately, many hymns are distinctly tune unfriendly. It’s not that they’re in a minor key, 
but that they demand vocal gymnastics and are written in keys that second sopranos may have 
a hard time reaching. Historically, music selection has been put into the hands of classically 
trained musicians who tend to search for lyrics that are thematic first and if the tune is even 
considered, and it appears that it rarely is, it is secondary. If it’s a challenging song to sing, I’ve 
heard these musicians use the excuse, “It’s good for the congregation to be exposed to good 
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music” – never mind that in the minds of almost everyone sitting in the congregation it is 
emphatically bad music. Good words, great thoughts? Yes. Good music? No! 

Therefore, it’s important for the song-selectors to shift their priorities, and if they can’t, they 
should be removed from the congregational song selection process. That doesn’t mean the 
congregation shouldn’t be exposed to the great hymns that are musically challenged – but 
these songs should be performed by the choir or the band as special music where no one 
except well-trained vocalists are expected to sing.  

In the most successful churches today (growing churches), musicians are largely opting for a 
limited “play list” of congregationally sung hymns and songs. These churches use a play list 
that’s rarely longer than fifteen to twenty songs total. They do introduce new songs 
occasionally, but they do so by having the band or choir present them as special music a 
number of times (not consecutive Sundays, though) until they are familiar enough with the 
congregation to add it to the current playlist. However, when a song is added, another is 
dropped. (During special church seasons, the playlists will likely include the familiar favorites … 
these don’t count “against” the playlist.)  

We’ve found that it’s been helpful for Classic Worship to poll the congregation and ask 
everyone to submit their top five hymns. Then that list is culled by someone who has a sense of 
what a “singable” song is. From this final list, a congregational play list is created with perhaps 
twenty-five hymns and these form the corpus of the congregationally sung songs. It’s 
interesting … in churches that do this, the congregation tends to become more animated, more 
people sing, and the general culture in the worship improves significantly. It turns out that 
people really do like to sing … their favorite songs.  

Use a Song Leader 

One of the most awkward experiences in the Classic Worship Service was the completely blank 
platform during most of the worship service. This was especially troubling when one of those 
“unsingable” songs was sung and there was no choir director, choir, or song leader to lead the 
congregation in signing. The congregation was unsure when to “come in” with the instruments 
and had to play catch up on at least one occasion. (To those who respond about hymn books 
and reading music, a reminder that less than 9 percent of Americans read music and no, those 
dots on the lines mean nothing at all to them. And yes, that might be sad, but it’s the reality … 
and the church can no longer operate on what “ought” to be and instead begin responding to 
“what is.”)  

Therefore, as soon as possible, get a song leader up onto the platform to lead the congregation 
in music … better yet, get them to lead worship. 

Add Screen Technology to the Sanctuary 

In today’s culture, screen technology is expected in virtually every venue. The advantages of 
using screens to enhance communications are literally immeasurable and redouble with each 
successive generation. In terms of learning styles, Baby Boomers are image-based learners 
whose grasp of information is enhanced through imagery. Gen-X are video-based digital 
learners. And Millennials are digital learners who expect participatory learning options. 
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Currently, the empty platform in the Classic Worship Service provides none of this and the 
current worship service is clearly designed to best reach and teach those who are auditory 
learners, that is, those who were raised during the Radio Generation. Currently, a worshipper 
could literally close their eyes from the opening chimes to the benediction and they would miss 
nothing of note. One hundred percent of the worship experience would be accessible to them. 
However, those raised on screen technology, the TV and Digital generations are less able to 
access the learning and/or experience a fullness of worship.  

By mounting a large screen monitor (+70”) on both sides of the chancel area and wired to the 
sound (and video) center would facilitate the need for screen technology without detracting 
from the sanctity of the chancel. By adding video cameras and streaming devices, then worship 
service could also be made available online so that home-bound, hospitalized, and traveling 
members could access worship wherever they are. In addition, the cameras could be used to 
enhance the worship by zooming in on the chancel activities and projecting it onto the monitors 
(for instance, the faces of the children during the children’s sermon could be seen by parents 
and grandparents; the bell ringers could be seen by those further back; etc.). And of course the 
visual and digital learning styles of those raised with screen technology would be 
accommodated. 

Add Confidence Monitors 

Confidence monitors are large screen monitors that are mounted at the back of the worship 
space. Their presence assists those on the platform to lead worship without having to be tied to 
their “notes,” whether that be sermon notes or musical lyrics. This would be helpful in both 
services, but is a critical need for the Offering Worship Service in order to allow the musicians 
and vocalists to not be so tied to their sheet music that they are generally unable to look up and 
meet the eyes of the worshippers.  

Lighten Up the Offering Service 

Currently, the Offering Worship Service “feels” more staid and formal than the Classic Worship 
Service. The order of service felt heavy and restrained. The music, although well performed, 
lacked any appearance of spontaneity or joy. The congregation was largely unresponsive and 
many (at times most) of the men sat with arms crossed with stoic expressions. Indeed, there 
was no applause in the Offering Service, whereas applause was spontaneous and plentiful in 
the Classic Worship Service.  

There’s an axiom that says, “As goes the leaders, so go the people.” If the Offering is to become 
the informal worship service that offers a joyful experience, the leaders of the worship will 
need to lead in that. The up fronters – that is the band, pastor, and others who speak from the 
front – will need to be more expressive, energetic, conversational, and laid back. Although it 
will take some time and effort, the congregation will respond to a lighter atmosphere with 
more spontaneous and meaningful worship.  

Provide a No-Big Church Option for Children 

As I attend Sunday morning worship services across the nation, I am struck by how many 
churches expect elementary and younger youth to attend the adult worship services – even 
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small portions of the worship services. As I watch these young people, it is clear that many are 
uncomfortable, many are bored, and many families bring “tools” to keep the their children 
occupied (or else the church provides Worship Packets as distractions – hint: If you provide 
worship packets you’re already aware there’s a problem!). On pews across the sanctuary I’ll see 
coloring pages, Transformer figures, and a variety of other toys. These children do their best to 
“behave,” but it is clear the primary religious training they get from the service is to sit still and 
be quiet. These children tend to move from bored, to resentful, to resistant, and ultimately to 
rebellious so that when they are old enough to abandon church altogether, they do. What is 
also disheartening, I see many parents, mostly mothers I might add, who are not able to engage 
fully in the worship experience because they are constantly distracted by their children’s 
inquiries, rolling crayons, and trying the “next” thing to ensure their children are “appropriate” 
in worship. I witnessed all of this in both worship experiences at FPCC (and yes, I have pictures 
of the bored children!).  

When it comes to children and youth, there are primarily two functions of the church’s 
ministry. First, the church must provide a foundation of knowledge in the faith. This includes 
the biblical stories, the great biblical themes, and an indoctrination and introduction into the 
Christian faith. Over the years, the church has done pretty well at this function. Children who 
have grown up in the church and have attended Sunday school and other Christian education 
events have, by and large, walked away with the Christian basics and the church has brought 
perhaps even a majority of these children to the waters of baptism or the completion of 
confirmation. However, with the rise of post-modernity, we’ve come to understand that 
“knowledge” of the faith isn’t enough. Our nation is filled with baptized adults who were well 
indoctrinated into the faith, but who have since joined the church of the nones. We now know 
that knowledge must be paired with experience. The church, therefore, is faced with two very 
real options. We can expose our children and youth to a model of worship that is relevant, 
moving, touching, and inspiring to an adult target and hope the children and youth can 
appropriate a positive experience of worship. Or we can intentionally provide a worship 
experience that is relevant, moving, touching, and inspiring to our children and to our youth. 

To deal with this, begin by launching a full children’s worship service simultaneous with the 
Offering Worship Service, since that is the worship service most targeted to young adults. The 
service should begin at the same time as the adult service, so the children’s worship should be 
scheduled at 9:30. Ultimately, you will want to offer children’s worship simultaneously with all 
adult worship services whenever there is either an abundance of children or that is targeting 
young families.  

Do not be deceived into believing that children need to be in the “adult” worship service up 
until the “children’s time” in order to prepare the children for “big” worship in the future (or to 
build a relationship with the Lead Pastor). There is no indication that the future worship 
services of the church will look anything like the current services – and the lead pastor honestly 
has no direct influence on these children.  

Worship practices for the children’s services should be designed to offer relevant experiences 
of authentic worship for children in first or second through fifth grades (and nursery/toddler 
care should be offered for those younger). Because children are still developing their attention 
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span, the worship should include a variety of opportunities for movement and for the full 
spectrum of senses and learning styles.  

The service should not be seen as a preparation step for “big church”; instead, the service 
should move, touch, and inspire the children where they are, not where we hope they will be in 
ten or more years. Music, prayers, and teaching should primarily match their vocabulary and 
their developmental stages. The service should include interactive teaching rather than 
preaching. Crafts and refreshments and large-muscle activities are probably the order of the 
day as well.  And, perhaps most importantly, the worship should include an opportunity to 
“respond” to the working of the Holy Spirit in every service.  

Typically, I describe an effective children’s worship service as “VBS On Steroids.” In other 
words, the worship service should be fast paced and include almost everything a regular 4–5 
hour VBS would have, but compacted into a one hour block of time. Indeed, often 
congregations will simply reuse their old VBS materials. If FPCC doesn’t have any of these 
materials, a resourceful volunteer could probably find a local church that’s been saving their old 
VBS curriculum in some dark closet for the past twenty or so years who would love to donate it 
to a church that would use it. 

Give the Congregation a Reason to Give 

Although this recommendation is beyond the scope of the worship-enhancement consultation, 
I believe it is important enough to mention.  

It is important for the church leadership to realize that Jesus spoke about money and wealth 
more than any other subject other than the Kingdom of God. Thus, the pastor should be 
preaching on financial management and giving regularly … very regularly. This isn’t to say that 
these sermons are heavy handed or guilt-producing; rather, they should recognize the reality of 
overwhelming consumer debt, the temptations of compulsive buying, and poor financial 
management.  

When it comes to giving, the reality is that individual giving to an alma mater nearly always 
exceeds church giving (when alumnus are in a position for generous giving). Therefore, it is 
critical that worship participants are reminded weekly what their gifts are “doing” and how 
lives are being transformed through the church’s ministries. The budget deficit does not raise 
money … but changed lives do.  

There are many churches that do “stewardship moments” before the offering. Do not succumb 
to either pious or pointless devotionals during these priceless moments. Instead, it is critical 
that funding be discussed prior to each offering. The one thing that motivates giving more than 
anything else is changed lives. Every time there is an offering the congregation should hear or 
see a story about how one ministry or another in the church is changing lives. Only rarely 
should this be handled by someone who speaks “about” the ministry. Instead, those who have 
experienced the grace of transformation should be the primary speaker. In general, it is best to 
make this an interview opportunity so that the testimony can be kept at a reasonable length 
(better still, video record the interview and edit it as needed). The interview questions should 
focus on two aspects: (1) How one of the church’s ministries provided an opportunity for 
transformation, and (2) The general specifics of how that ministry effected the transformation. 
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In addition, create short videos that highlight the changed lives of those touched by the 
missions and ministries of the church – and show one of these videos prior to the offering every 
week.  

Provide Opportunities for Everyone to Give 

It’s a rare thing to run across someone under forty who has an abundance of cash in their 
wallets or a checkbook in their pocket. And though this is a cultural well-known reality, 
churches still seem surprised when the under forties give but a pittance when the offering plate 
is passed. The more opportunities a church provides for giving, the better their financial 
underpinning. Therefore, consider the following options. 

A. Provide On-Site Electronic Giving 
One of the easiest way to provide alternative giving options is to engage 
a service such as the ones Square (SquareUp.com) or Vanco Services 
(VancoServices.com) offers. These systems include the option for “Point 
of Sale” donations (such as an ACH card reader) and using QR codes so 
that donors with smartphones can give an offering from their pews. The 
costs of these services in minimal, especially when weighed against 
getting $0 from those who don’t have any other option to give.  

B. Emphasize Electronic Bank Debiting  

Although bank debiting is in place for the congregation, it should be mentioned at 
almost every service. Let guests and members know how to sign up for automatic 
debiting. 

C. Create Online Giving Opportunities 

Develop a Donate Here button and display it prominently on the church website. 
Although this can be easily done with PayPal, explore multiple options to increase a 
guest’s opportunity to give. 

D. Consider Installing a Giving Kiosk 

Many churches are now installing “giving kiosks” so that their members can swipe their 
ATM cards and give directly at church. Churches that do so are seeing increased giving 
and these “kiosks” can be very inexpensive to install (an internet connected desktop, 
laptop, or even a tablet can be used – Vanco and others can provide a card swipe device 
to fit almost every technology option).  

Remember that if you object to giving in this manner, you don’t have to give using these tools. 
The purpose of this recommendation is to provide an alternative to those who would not or 
could not give otherwise. 
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Recommendation 8: Implement an Intentional Discipleship Path 

When someone decides to get involved in a congregation, one of their oft’ unspoken questions 
is “What’s next?” In most declining churches, the answer to this question is undefined. Maybe 
go to Sunday school? Join the choir? Serve on the property committee? And sadly, none of 
these have been effective in making effective disciples of Jesus Christ. Therefore, an intentional  
discipleship process/path will need to be created that guides an irreligious visitor from inquirer 
to fully-devoted disciple of Jesus Christ (and into church membership as well). 

 Way back in the world of Christendom, 
discipleship was presumed to be a part of 
everything the church did. Back then, most 
church members had been "raised in the 
church" and they would bring their children up 
in the same way as a matter of course.  

Today, however, the world has changed 
dramatically. We are now experiencing two 
generations in the US that have been raised 
almost exclusively outside the church. When a 
member of this missing generation shows up 
in church, they are essentially clueless about 
what a "real" Christian is. By and large, they've 
learned about Christianity from the media and 
from the few people they've met and/or 
known who have claimed the faith – and that's 
not always been a good thing. Disciple 
development, therefore, is critically important. 
We have misconceptions to correct, bad 
theology to redeem, and misbehaviors to 
supplant.  

Only a few churches seem to have an 
intentional and established lay leadership 
development process. What this means is that 
a guest, a new Christian, or even someone new to the church, must essentially fend for 
themselves in order to become an effective and faithful disciple. For instance, some churches 
have few small groups in operation and those groups that do exist were not created to develop 
effective disciples and/or leaders. The reason Sunday school is generally ineffective in 
developing disciples is because they are rarely relational, have limited weekly face time, and are 
more focused on accomplishing a task (completing the curriculum) than on developing 
disciples. The fact is that new Christians and new members (who were not raised in the church 
from their childhood onwards) do not know what it means to live the Christian life, and the 
Sunday-only Christians are their primary examples, since often these are the only Christians 
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with whom they interact. Further, when they do show up at church, they rarely have any idea 
about how to get connected into the church or how to explore being a more effective disciple.  

It is therefore important to develop a Discipleship Funnel (see the example illustration) that 
provides a system for helping people move from the front door through the steps that will take 
them into effective, faithful discipleship. This funnel should track how a new member or regular 
participant moves from pre-Christian to mature disciple. In the example shown, a visitor is 
introduced to the discipleship system through one of the church’s Front Door opportunities 
(worship, Sunday school, or a church event). Although a visitor may return based on excellent 
hospitality, few returning guests are willing to leap directly into a high commitment class or 
group. Therefore, it’s important that a guest have the opportunity to test the discipleship 
waters by checking out a Low-Commitment Entry such as a limited length small group (typically 
covering a relevant topic), a Getting Acquainted class, or perhaps taking part in a church-
sponsored mission project such as a servant evangelism project or serving in the local food 
bank alongside church members. 

Once a guest has participated in a Low-Commitment Entry event or two, it’s important that 
they grasp the “next steps” in discipleship. In the example, they would attend the Getting 
Started class (if they haven’t already) and from there would be invited to participate in a 
Discovery Class. Typically, a Discovery Class demands a limited-time commitment, but is 
probably longer than an entry-level small group. The curriculum to a typical Discovery Class 
includes a spiritual gift inventory, an exploration of personal passions, a deeper exploration of 
ways to engage in personal mission and ministry, as well as a presentation of the gospel. 

Once a pilgrim’s bio, contact, and gift information has been gathered it should be entered into a 
database so that the participant’s leadership proclivities are available to all of the paid staff, as 
well as selected unpaid staff. 

The next step should, once again, be transparent to the guest (or new member by this time) 
and in time they should be guided into a higher commitment discipleship group such as your 
discipleship mentoring process or a longer term LIFE Group. A Life Group would demand a long-
term commitment that ushers disciples into increased spiritual maturity through teaching, 
training, and accountability. These groups tend to meet weekly nearly year round (with a 
suggested break during August to allow graceful exits of those who feel the need to move on 
and entrances for those looking to join a Life Group).  

For a variety of reasons, not everyone will make the commitment to a long-term Life Group. 
Therefore, it will be important to offer ongoing discipleship alternatives such as one-on-one 
accountability, longer-term small groups that meet in homes, etc. 

Regardless of what steps you develop for turning the non-believer into a fully committed 
disciple and member of the church, it is critical that a next-steps path be created so that people 
can discover “what’s next.” 
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Recommendation 9: Staff for Growth 

Currently, FPCC is staffed for maintenance at best. It certainly isn’t staffed for growth. To grow 
a church today, additional staff is necessary. However, some of that staff can be unpaid staff – 
but paid or not, the principles, practices, responsibilities, and accountabilities are 100 percent 
necessary for all … no exceptions.  

It would be unwise and unproductive to provide specifics as to what positions should be filled 
at this time. Those positions will largely depend on the vision and the target audiences that the 
church opts to reach. Please refer to the book Vital Staffing for Effective Churches once the 
targets have been selected. (Should the targets be selected within the next year, this topic will 
be visited during the ongoing coaching sessions.)  
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Recommendation 10: Engage Growth Practices 

Only when the above has been accomplished will it be time for the congregation to become 
intentional in trying to grow. If a first-time visitor visits today, the chances of them returning 
are very low – in fact, almost non-existent according to the church’s statistics. Therefore, it 
would be a waste of time to try and attract visitors at this time. A foundation must be first built 
and systems must be first created and implemented before we can expect a visitor to hang 
around long enough for them to become a member.  

Once the above nine recommendations have been implemented, then (and only then) will the 
church be at a place where and when it is ready to actively recruit new members. However, the 
processes for growing a church vary based on the target audiences. Therefore, growth 
strategies will need to be visited and designed once the church has settled on who it is most 
able and desirous to reach.   
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A Word of Appreciation 

Members of the First Presbyterian Church gave a great amount of time and energy to make this 
report a reality. Many hours went into just collating the material used in preparing the final 
report, not including the time people spent answering questionnaires. Everyone cooperated 
extremely well. I want to thank each of you who filled out forms and answered questions. The 
ball is now in your court. You must soon determine what to do with this final report. May God 
richly bless you as you seek to find ways to faithfully serve God in the 21st century!  

 

 

Bill Tenny-Brittian 

The Effective Church Group 
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Appendix 
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A: Building Your Company’s Vision 

See page 82 of this document (the final attached document). 
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B. Gift of Value 

A Gift of Value 

By Bill Tenny-Brittian 

Recently, a colleague of mine and I were talking about appropriate follow-up plans for first-time 
visitors and I referenced a recent thread on the 21st Century Strategies Advanced Leadership 
Forum about what was considered a “valuable” gift. I had written about the pastor taking a gift 
to a first-time visitor within 24 hours of their visit in an earlier blog post and mentioned a coffee 
mug as a gift. In the “valuable” gift thread, I echoed Tom Bandy’s sentiments that a gift taken to 
a guest should reflect something of value … and folks, coffee mugs just don’t make it much in 
that realm. Why, even the local garage and the banks give away mugs and though they can be a 
“nice” gift, very few people marvel at the gift of a mug from a Realtor, let alone a church. A gift 
of value is something that sets you apart from the crowd … it makes an impression. 

So, back to the conversation with my colleague. We were talking about “valuable” gifts and I 
mentioned that in some locales, a plate of homemade cookies (with a fridge magnet for 
posterity’s sake) would be more memorable than a mug. That sparked an insight. Turns out that 
one of the churches in Jefferson City, Missouri has a beekeeper and first time visitor leave the 
worship service with a small jar of honey. On the following day, a member of their follow-up 
team takes the guests a loaf of hot homemade bread to go with their honey. I thought … what a 
good idea! 

But their program could be made even more effective with two additions. First, I love the idea 
of sending them home with honey. That’s a nice way to get visitors to identify themselves and 
give up their contact information. Second, I love the idea of taking them hot homemade bread 
… but the pastor should be the one taking it, and s/he should be taking it that day. But there’s 
still one thing missing. Permanency. Once the bread’s gone and the honey’s gone, there’s 
nothing but a memory. It’ll be a good memory, but they may or may not remember where the 
great gift came from six months from now 
when a crisis hits and they seek both God 
and a church in earnest. 

So I did a very brief Google search and 
came up with this: a small honey pot to go 
with the bread and honey ($2,70 each). 
Someone with a steady hand could add the 
name and contact info of the church on the 
honey pot (or a ceramic’s group could 
actually make them and decorate them by 
hand) and then the valuable gift has 
everything … it creates good will, it makes 
an impression, and it has permanency to 
preserve the memory. And if this church 
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(or yours) did this, first time visitors would be telling their friends about the church they visited 
that helped them feel valuable too. 
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C. A Theology of Light 

Why We Do What We Do – Lighting2 

By Chris McMillan 

I've been getting some questions recently about why we are doing certain things at First 
Assembly so I thought I would do a few posts on some of our ministry methodology. So the first 
post is going to be about why we dim the lights in the sanctuary during our worship 
experiences. 

First, nothing that we do or implement is done without a significant amount of forethought and 
prayer. We just don't throw things out there to shock or upset people, even though that might 
not be bad thing sometimes because it does move people out of their comfort zones. 
Everything we do is done in accordance with our overall strategy of reaching, teaching and 
unleashing. If something we are doing doesn't further our goal of reaching and equipping 
people then we don't need to be doing it. 

Dimming the lights in the sanctuary is all about creating an atmosphere for a meaningful and 
powerful worship experience. Every time we come together we want people to encounter the 
living God in their worship. We feel like we can aid people in having an encounter with God by 
controlling the lighting. Lighting creates a certain mood. If you don't believe me check out the 
lighting the next time you go to a romantic restaurant or a concert. We want to create a mood 
of intimacy and sacredness with no outside distractions that will turn away our focus from 
worshipping Christ. 

First let me deal with the theology of lighting and then I will share some practical reasons for 
controlling the lighting. Controlling lighting is not some kind of newfangled idea that was 
dreamed up by a few mavericks just to annoy people; it has been practiced by the church 
throughout it's history. When the church was legalized by Constantine in the 4th century and 
Christians were no longer forced to meet in homes they began to erect great church buildings 
called cathedrals. These cathedrals were all lit by candlelight. The early Christians saw the 
sanctuary as sacred space and wanted it to feel like sacred space so they designed the 
cathedrals to control how much natural light could penetrate the sanctuary and used candles to 
set the atmosphere.  

Now of course electricity had not been invented in the 4th century so they couldn't have used 
lights even if they wanted to, but the fact remains that the cathedrals were designed with the 
express purpose of controlling and manipulating the natural light. Many Catholic and Orthodox 
churches today still use candlelight to set the atmosphere.  

In the Old Testament God commanded that both the Tabernacle and Temple be constructed in 
such a manner that there would be no natural light in either the Holy Place or the Holy of 
Holies! In the Holy Place there was no natural light only a golden lampstand (Menorah) that lit 
the room which was symbolic of Jesus being the light of the world. But then as you moved from 

 
2 http://pastorcmac.blogspot.com/2009/05/why-we-do-what-we-do-lighting.html 
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the Holy Place past the veil into the Most Holy Place there was no light whatsoever. Only the 
glory of God lit the room. We want the glory of God to light our sanctuary as well. 

A common argument against controlling the lighting is that Jesus has called us to let our lights 
shine and that we are to be a city on a hill and not to hide our light. That is all 100% accurate. 
But that is who we are to be outside the church. We gather as Christians in God's house to 
worship Him, experience Him and grow in Him so that we can share Him in our everyday lives. 
Being the light of the world and a city on a hill has nothing to do with whether the lights are 
bright or dim in a church. It is one of those peripheral issues that the enemy uses to distract us 
from God's mission.  

Now lets move on to some practical reasons for controlling the lighting. One of our aims in 
worship is to remove barriers that would keep people from encountering God. One of the 
barriers is that people tend to feel self-conscious about singing aloud or raising their hands 
because they fear that everyone is looking at them. So in most cases to keep from feeling 
embarrassed they just don't. But when the lights are dimmed and the space is darker people 
tend to feel a lot less inhibited. They no longer feel that every eye is on them so they are more 
apt to respond in worship. There is something psychologically freeing about a darker space. So 
we dim the lighting to help people become more comfortable with responding to God in 
worship. 

Another practical reason for controlling the lighting is that it tends to limit distractions and 
narrow our focus. We all know that there are potentially a multitude of distractions during any 
church service. People come in late, people go to the bathroom, people have to take their 
children out, people talk to each other, ad infinitum. These distractions tend to attract people's 
attention and focus and inevitably robs them of a meaningful and intimate worship experience. 
After all you can't encounter God when you are being distracted and your focus is on other 
things. But when the sanctuary lighting is dimmed the attention and focus of the congregation 
naturally shifts from the distractions to the platform where the worship team assists us in 
entering God's presence. When the sanctuary is darker the distractions are neutralized and we 
can better focus on worshipping God. 

One more practical reason is that the darker sanctuary helps you to see the screen better. 
When there is a lot of light the video screen is harder to see. If people who are sitting in the 
back or who don't have good eyesight struggle to see the words for a song they are most likely 
not even going to try and will disengage. But when the sanctuary is darker people all over the 
congregation are able to see the screen much better so it lessens the potential for frustration 
over not being able to see and the resulting disengagement.  

Finally a darker sanctuary helps the younger generation to engage in worship particularly when 
there are moving lights and other elements that are introduced. The darker atmosphere 
narrows their focus and the moving lights and other elements keeps their attention engaged so 
that they don't tune out. Most of the under 40 generation have grown up in a culture that 
engages them in a multi-sensory fashion because attention spans are so short with the majority 
of this generation (remember that 75% of the population in and around the Laurel area is under 
44 years of age). Take for example concerts that draw millions of younger people and shows in 
Las Vegas and Branson that draw millions of all ages. What makes these show so memorable 
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and such a unique and impactful experience is the multi-sensory elements that are added to 
the events particularly things like lighting and haze, etc. The sad thing to me is that the culture 
understands how to cultivate an atmosphere that will provide for a powerful and impacting 
experience but the church often doesn't. Yet the experience the church is offering is more life 
impacting and crucial than anything that could ever happen at a concert or show. 

So this is why we do what we do with our lighting. If you are still unconvinced and think we 
have lost our mind then just remember that it's not about you, it's about Him and reaching as 
many as we can for Him and helping them to experience God. 
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D. On Not Being Nice for the Sake of the Gospel 

On Not Being Nice for the Sake of the Gospel 

By Bill Easum 

Throughout all my consulting ministry, I have seen a disturbing pattern: most established 
churches are held hostage by one or two bullies. Either one individual or a small group of 
individuals is usually very opposed to the idea of the church making any radical change, even if 
it means the change would give the church a chance to thrive once again. I keep hearing pastors 
say, "If I tried that, I'd lose my job!" 

Courageous pastors often ask, "What do I do when one person intimidates the church so much 
that it is not willing to try something new?" My response is always, "Either convert them, 
neutralize them, kick them out, or kill them. The Body can not live with cancer."  To which 
someone usually cries, "That's not very Christian!" 

My response describes much of the wisdom of both the Old Testament and Jesus.  Maturing 
Christians love so deeply that they will do anything, even if "anything" includes not being nice, 
for the sake of the gospel. Jesus was so compassionate toward others that he could not remain 
quiet when he saw people holding other people in bondage. 

The Old Testament story of the wilderness wanderings contains a remarkable account of how 
Moses responded to a group of people who insisted on keeping the Hebrews in bondage to the 
past. A group of people led by Korah came to Moses, asking him to relinquish leadership 
because they wanted to take the Hebrews back to Egypt. Moses responded by falling on his 
face prostrate before God in prayer.  Then he got up and slew all of them. Not very nice, but 
necessary if they were going to get to Canaan. Moses knew that freedom with God was better 
than slavery with Pharaoh. The same is true today: freedom to grow in grace is always better 
than enslavement to the status quo. 

Almost every struggling church has at least one dysfunctional bully who goes out of his or 
her way to be a big fish in a small pond. That is often the primary reason the church is 
struggling. This person gets his or her sense of self-worth by keeping the church so intimidated, 
either through actions or through money that very little can happen without that person's 
approval. The sad thing is most of the leaders know that this person is a stumbling block to the 
church's future and they will not do anything about it. Church leaders ignore the bully, thinking 
that is the Christian thing to do, and in so doing, they assist in the stunted growth or death of 
the congregation. 
 
For example, I was working with a staff in a large church.  The first day I met with the staff, the 
tension was so high I could have cut the air with a knife.  The staff hardly said a word to one 
another. The next day when we met, the staff laughed and cut up together as if they were one 
big, happy family.  As I looked around the table, the only apparent difference was that one staff 
person was not present.  I asked the staff if they sensed the difference I was feeling.  They knew 
exactly what I meant.  Finally, one of them blurted out, "Jim is not here today. Staff meetings 
are always better when he's not here."  It turned out that Jim was a dysfunctional bully who ran 
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to the personnel committee every time he didn't get his way. Because of him, several 
competent staff members had been fired. To make matters worse, the staff knew that Jim 
seldom contributed anything to the health and vitality of the church. 

I asked the staff if they had confronted Jim with how they felt. Their response was typical for 
church folks.  "That would not be the Christian thing to do. It would hurt him deeply. After all, 
the church is all he has."  Sure, it's all that he has; no one else would put up with him. Who is 
more dysfunctional, Jim or the staff? 

A church not far from me told its bishop that it wanted a young pastor. It wasn't long before 
they got one.  One of the first things the young pastor did was ask the board to change the 
appearance of the church newspaper. The board unanimously voted to do so.  Four months 
later, I noticed the newspaper was switched back to its old form.  I called the pastor to ask why. 
His response is a classic.  "Most of the board were present the night we voted.  However, one 
man was out of the country. When he returned to find that a decision had been made in his 
absence, he demanded that the chairperson immediately call another meeting. At the second 
meeting, the board voted unanimously to rescind their previous decision about the 
newspaper." When I asked why, he replied: "This man always pays off any deficit at the end of 
year and he wanted the vote changed.  The board was afraid to buck him." The future of that 
church was held hostage to a bully. 

I'm convinced that one of the main sins of the established church is that we have taught 
ourselves to be nice instead of being Christian.  In spite of aspiring to be disciples of Jesus, we 
teach that the essence of Christianity is to be nice. Where do we get such a notion? Certainly 
not from the actions of Jesus. 

One of the hallmarks of Jesus' ministry was his constant attack on the status quo. He challenged 
it every time he could. He even went out of his way to upset the religious bullies of his time. He 
called them white sepulchers, and by doing so, attacked the very heart of their priesthood 
based on purity. Jesus loved church leaders too much to allow them to remain such small 
persons. When Peter showed his displeasure over the impending death of his Lord, Jesus said to 
him, "Get behind me, Satan.” Jesus loved his disciples too much to let them miss one of the 
more important lessons of servanthood. Jesus, the man who said, "be compassionate as God is 
compassionate,” had no desire to be nice because being nice has nothing to do with being 
Christian. Being nice is often nothing more than a lack of compassion for people.   Let's 
explore what this means. 

At one point, in a holy rage, Jesus entered the Temple with a large, metal-tipped whip and 
drove out the money changers.  As he did, he quipped, "It is written, 'My house shall be called 
the house of prayer,' but you have made it a den of thieves.” If we discover why Jesus 
responded to religious bullies this way, we will also discover why so many church leaders refuse 
to follow his example. 

When Jesus cleansed the temple he was in the Court of the Gentiles. This was the only part of 
the temple where Gentiles were allowed to worship.  What ticked Jesus off was that the 
religious leaders were using the only place Gentiles could worship God as the place to sell their 
wares.  What was to be a place of spiritual discovery and worship for the Gentiles was turned 
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into an economic opportunity for the religious leaders. (Sound familiar?) The focus of the 
religious leaders was on themselves, not the spiritual vitality of the Gentiles. So he drove them 
out. 

Therefore, thieves are those who do religious things for their own purpose.  So when we are 
doing things that only benefit those within the church, we become a den of thieves. When we 
say that we want it this way because it has always been this way, we are a den of 
thieves.  When we focus on only the needs of our members, we are robbing the community of a 
chance to join us in our journey of faith.  Such action is intolerable for people of compassion 
and love. 

Church leaders are robbing people of their spiritual birthright when they allow dysfunctional 
people to sell their petty wares in the house of God rather than proclaiming release from 
bondage. We really need to get clear on this problem and do something about it. If we really 
love people, and if we really want them to experience the love of God, then we will never allow 
the bully to rob others of their spiritual birthright.  Anyone who knows how family systems 
work knows that the worst thing one can do with dysfunctional people is give them more 
attention by giving in to their every whim. Instead, tough love has to be applied.  The 
compassionate thing to do is hold them accountable for their self-centered actions. In doing so, 
they may begin the journey with God. 

Jesus shows us what to do with people who do not want to grow spiritually. In training his 
disciples how to spread the word of God's love, he told the disciples to shake the dust off 
their feet when they encountered people who did not receive them graciously. Jesus loved 
people too much to let anything slow down the process of setting people free from their 
bondage, whatever it is. 

People who would rather be nice than Christian do not love enough. They do not have enough 
compassion. Instead, they are afraid of hurting someone or of being hurt. Remember, fear is 
the opposite of love.  "Perfect love casts out all fear."  

If we really cared about people, we would not allow anyone to bully others into submission. 
Instead we would want every person to feel free enough to express their hopes and dreams, to 
stretch their wings, and to reach their God-given potential. If we really loved people, we would 
not base our decisions on whether people would like us for those decisions.  

What does being nice accomplish? 

• More dysfunctional people 

• Fewer spiritual giants 

• An intimidated congregation 

• An inability to spread the gospel 

• Little hope of renewal or growth 

• Discouraged church leaders 

Being nice is not what Jesus wants from any of us. 
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One of the basic lessons I'm learning as a consultant is that before renewal begins in a church or 
denomination, it is normal that someone has to leave or be denied.  Almost every time a dying 
church attempts to thrive once again, someone tries to bully the leadership out of the 
attempt.  And almost every time, if a turnaround is to take place, such persons are lost along 
the way because they are no longer allowed to get their way. When they can't get their way, 
they leave. Not even Jesus got through the journey with all of his disciples. Why should we 
expect to? 

This does not mean that we should set out to intimidate the bully or to kick people out of the 
church. It does mean that we care enough about the future of our church not to allow anyone 
to stifle its ability to liberate people from bondage or victimization. It means that we care 
enough about the bully that we will not allow the bully to intimidate the church because we 
know the spiritual vitality of both the bully and the church is at stake. 

Matthew 18 gives us a formula for dealing with dysfunctional bullies.  First, an individual 
privately confronts the person with what he/she is doing and asks the person to stop. If this 
doesn't achieve positive results, two or more people are to confront the person.  If this does 
not resolve the matter, the person is to be brought before the entire church.  Listen again to 
the not-so-nice words of Jesus. "And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but 
if he neglects to hear the church, let him be unto thee as a heathen man and a publican."  In 
other words, withdraw from that person's presence, or in our case remove that person from 
office! Never, ever allow such a person to dictate the direction of the church. 

The next time someone in your church attempts to intimidate or bully the church out of taking 
a positive step forward, go to God in prayer, and then get out the metal-tipped whip and drive 
that person out of the church ... of course in love. 
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E. Culture Change Letter 

By Bill Tenny-Brittain 

This is an open letter sent to a church about what it takes to change the congregational culture. 
Although it includes information about churches, circumstances, and locales that are not 
relevant to your church, the principles remain the same.  

Mark Fields, the president at Ford Motor Company, claimed that Peter Drucker said, “Culture 
eats strategy for breakfast and lunch.” Whether or not Drucker did or did not say these words, 
the corporate world has adopted them as an axiom that is ignored at the peril of the business 
world (and the church world as well!). Changing a congregation’s culture is a difficult and 
arduous task. The fact is, the culture at First Church remains largely contentious, negative, and 
distrustful. This culture at First Church isn’t a new phenomenon … it goes back to at least Rev. 
BJ. Every pastor from BJ until now has had good intentions in turning decline to growth … and 
with the exception of Rev. W, every pastor experienced a measure of initial growth. However, 
as the above trend chart shows, not one single pastor was able to sustain the growth – even 
though each pastor brought different gifts, graces, and strategies to the table.  

The chief reason growth was not sustained is because the church’s culture has not been, and is 
not, conducive to sustainable growth, especially given the transitioning North American ethos. 
It seems easy and perhaps even sensible to conclude that the current anti-church and anti-
Christian societal culture is the reason churches are struggling to grow. However, the fact that 
there are growing churches in and around the area suggests that the issue isn’t solely the 
societal culture. In fact, if one church can show significant, sustainable growth in a local culture, 
the issue preventing other churches from growing isn’t the local culture … it’s the churches’ 
issues, as painful or distasteful as that conclusion may be. 

The only solution for growing a declining church that suffers from a broken culture is to change 
the culture. As I’m sure each of us realize, culture change starts at the top of the organizational 
chart and works its way down. This is why the first year of my tenure was largely spent insisting 
on personal discipleship practices by our leadership and then filtering those practices down into 
the congregation and beyond … and this will continue to be a core strategy, a strategy that is 
designed to help bring about culture change. However, good programs and intentions will not 
change a culture if members of the leadership team refuse to participate, model, and support 
the strategies and practices necessary to initiate cultural change.  

In the corporate world, culture change requires consistent modeling by the leaders, ongoing 
accountability, and an intolerance for anti-cultural behavior. If our leadership behaves in 
negative ways and it consistently tolerates culture-damaging behavior, then changing the 
climate to one that facilitates sustainable growth will be unsuccessful. Indeed, a damaged 
culture is the most common reason why less than 20 percent of churches attempting a 
turnaround are successful.  

The question being asked is “How can we get on track with church growth?” Over the past few 
months we have seen an influx of visitors who have expressed an interest in being a part of the 
church. However, within six months of their initial visit, the majority of those visitors and 
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returning guests have left the congregation. They haven’t left because they didn’t like the 
worship. It wasn’t because they didn’t like the preaching. And it wasn’t because our initial 
hospitality was bad. In fact, here’s a recent Facebook comment by someone who has 
apparently stopped coming: 

I have NEVER felt more welcomed as a visitor to a new church than I did this past Sunday. I 
received a card in the mail from the pastor thanking me for coming, and there were also some 
gifts left at my door Sunday afternoon. So thoughtful! But most importantly, I left the Sunday 
services feeling more spiritually fulfilled and engaged with the service than I had been in a very 
long time. It's odd to say this after just one visit, but I think I've found my new church home! 

The fact is, we don’t yet have a culture that supports significant sustainable growth. 

What does a significant sustainable culture look like? A visit to Abundant Life, Graceway, The 
Cause, City Church, and other growing churches in the area shows a culture where: 

• Participants are excited about the direction the church is going 

• Participants are excited about the worship services and the ministries the church is 
involved in 

• Participants readily share their own spiritual transformation or share the stories of 
others at the church who have shared their personal transformation stories 

• Participants are inviting their friends, relatives, acquaintances, neighbors, coworkers, 
and pretty much anyone else they meet to attend worship and other events – dare I say 
it again? They’re excited about their church 

• Every week, participants spend time with their church friends outside of the church 
worship and small group times 

• Because participants are so involved in the ministries and the missions of the church, 
they have little or no interest in the decision making processes, the budgets, 
nominations, hiring/firing, etc. Because there is virtually no negativity, they have no 
reason to distrust their leaders – indeed, they simply expect the leadership to provide 
viable opportunities to worship, to become well-discipled, and to engage in life-
transforming ministries 

• The longer a participant is in the church, the deeper their personal discipleship practices 
become 

How do we change the current culture at First Church? As I wrote above, “... culture change 
requires consistent modeling by the leaders, ongoing accountability, and an intolerance for 
anti-cultural behavior.” So long as our leaders model neutrality or negativity, resist being held 
accountable, and tolerate culture-busting behavior, the change will not happen.  

Behavior we’d hope to see from our leaders: 

• Consistently sharing their excitement with congregants and their social contacts about 
the direction the church is going (discipleship, Abundant Living, upgraded facilities, 
additional children, past and upcoming events, past and upcoming sermon series, etc.) 
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• Consistently sharing with their fellow congregants and their social contacts their own 
spiritual Aha’s! of transformation or stories of other participant’s Aha’s! or 
transformational stories 

• Consistently inviting their friends, relatives, acquaintances, neighbors, coworkers, and 
pretty much everyone else they meet to attend a sermon series or a ministry event (for 
instance, we provide postcard invites to help with this and of course we are active on 
Social Media so events and invites and posts and updates can be shared …) 

• Consistently modeling corporate cultural norms such as regular worship attendance, 
enthusiastically participating in the DDC, engaging in personal spiritual disciplines – 
especially Bible reading, conspicuously filling out and turning in the Connection Cards 
each week, significant financial support, etc. 

• Holding one-another accountable for spiritual practices … for instance, asking their 
board table mates why it is they haven’t cracked a Bible over the past week, aren’t 
attending worship, aren’t in a small group, or why they’re spouting negativity 

• Being intolerant of culture-damaging behaviors and gently but firmly confronting those 
who behave badly, modeling Matthew 18:15–17 

• Again, modeling Matthew 18:15–17 when someone is negative or complaining (“Have 
you spoken to ____ about that? No? Then until you do, it’s inappropriate for you to 
share that with me or anyone else. I have ____ on speed-dial. Would you like to speak 
with him/her?”) 

• Regularly and consistently building personal relationships with visitors and guests … 
learning their names, taking them to lunch, coffee, etc.  

• Actively connecting visitors and guests to others in the congregation who may have 
similar interests 

• Taking personal responsibility for following-up with those they notice are missing 

• Active participation and interacting during church fellowship times, before, in between, 
and after worship (and choosing to participate in the fellowship time rather than 
skipping it in order to fellowship with a Sunday school class) 

• Generally being the best host in the church 100 percent of the time … being the 
happiest, friendliest, smilingest, and quickest to pray one-on-one with anyone at the 
drop of a hat kind of person 

Every one of us should look at that list and in front of each bullet point ask “This week, have I 
actively done this?” If the answer is no to any of these, then the problem isn’t them … it’s us. If 
we’re not modeling these behaviors, no one else will either. It won’t matter how many events 
we host or any other strategies and plans we engage in – our current culture will continue to 
eat our strategies, plans, and goals for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  

(By The Way … making culture change is one of the key reasons why it typically takes three to 
five years for a church to begin to experience anything that looks like sustainable growth. It 
simply isn’t possible to change church culture overnight. I participated in a church webinar last 



 56 

week where the keynote speaker mentioned it took him eight years to change the culture of 
the church where he served, but in the end he led the church to an attendance of over 2000 in 
worship.) 
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F. Missional Job Description 

A missional job description has three parts to it and ministry leaders should find its 
development a rather simple task.  

Create a concise mission statement for the ministry position. Jim Collins defines a concise 
mission statement as one that would fit on a t-shirt or a bumper sticker. We recommend 
adopting his definition as the expectation. 

Create a brief vision statement for the ministry/s the leader is responsible for. The vision should 
be created using the SMART acronym as the foundation. The vision’s time restraints should be 
set by the supervisor. A one to five year window is typical. 

Create a short bullet-point list of key responsibilities. Note that the point is to ferret out the 
“key” responsibilities, not a laundry list of every task the leader is tasked with. In general, this 
list should contain fewer than five key responsibilities.  

Once the missional job description is complete, the supervisor will want to review it carefully 
and discuss any misunderstandings or miscommunications that may be revealed. In some 
instances, the supervisor may ask for a rewrite of some or all of the missional job description. In 
other cases, the supervisor may choose to rewrite it themselves in order to bring clarity to a 
murky presentation.  

When the missional job description is complete and acceptable to both the ministry leader and 
the direct supervisor, then the supervisor has a working document from which to create and 
express their clear expectations. Only when these expectations have been shared and agreed 
upon should the ministry leader begin creating specific goals and milestones for their ministry 
area. 

One last note. The missional job description process can be especially helpful when seeking 
applicants for a ministry leadership position. Asking each applicant to engage the process prior 
to their employment could be revealing and instructive, plus it has the additional benefit of 
short-circuiting possible misunderstandings before they happen.  

Example Missional Job Description 

 

Children’s Director Position Description 

The mission of First Church’s Children’s Ministry is to introduce children to the Christian faith 
and to help them become faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. 

The mission of the Children’s Director is to implement and extend the Children’s Ministry 
mission and vision beyond the walls of the church and into the community. 

The vision for Children’s Ministry is to provide leadership and creative direction to the existing 
(and expanding) children’s ministry team of volunteers to create a children’s program so 
attractive, exciting, meaningful, and fun that children will want their parents bring them every 
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week. Indeed, the program will be so popular that children will invite all their friends to join 
them and their parents will encourage others to bring their children too. 

Official Position Description 

The Children’s Director is responsible for ensuring the congregation’s mission and vision is 
fulfilled through personal spiritual modeling and by developing, coordinating, staffing, and 
overseeing the ministry’s programming that develops children (Pre-K to 5th Grade) into disciples 
of Jesus Christ. 

The Children’s Director will report directly to the Discipleship Director. 

Rubrics 

• The Children’s Director must must be an active disciple of Jesus Christ who models the 
faith in his/her life. 

• The Children’s Director must embrace, support, and model the FirstmChurch’s mission, 
vision, values, and core culture. 

• The Children’s Director must bring integrity, faithfulness, and loyalty to the church, 
congregation, staff, and members of First Church. 

• The Children’s Director must be an energetic visionary who is creative in leading 
children to Jesus Christ through programming that is age appropriate, culturally 
sensitive, and technologically relevant to both the community’s church and unchurched 
children.  

• The Children’s Director must work within the scope of the children’s ministry budget. 

Position Responsibilities 

1. Maintain an authentic and growing walk with Jesus Christ through the ongoing spiritual 
disciplines of Bible reading, prayer, personal worship, group study, encouragement, 
service, faith-sharing, and fellowship.  

2. Spend time developing relationships with lost people so as to be personally effective in 
pursuing the Great Commission and helping the church do the same. 

3. Recruit, equip, empower, mentor, and coach those who lead the children’s ministries.  

4. Attend staff meetings and one-on-one coaching meetings as scheduled. 

5. Direct all weekly children’s activities necessary to develop faithful disciples. 

6. Provide pastoral care for the children’s ministry team. 

7. Introduce the children’s ministry team to effective children’s discipleship training 
provided by other ministries, books, and conferences. 

8. Plan major seasonal and/or outreach events two to four times per year.  

9. Oversee the children’s ministry budget, organization, and volunteers. 
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10. In coordination with the Discipleship Director, set annual goals for the children’s 
ministry that are in keeping with our vision and then evaluate how those goals were 
attained or modified during the year. 

Expectations 

• To be the pastor of those serving on the children’s ministry team and provide spiritual 
oversight for them. 

• To be the “head coach” and encourager of those who serve on the children’s ministry 
team. 

• To work closely with the Discipleship Director to ensure the children’s ministry supports 
the overall mission of the church. 

• To be in love with the mission of the church: “To help people say Yes! to Jesus.”  

• To develop the core teams necessary for effective children’s ministry. 
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G. Young Adult Worship Logistics 

The logistics of this service should be developed with the new Worship Leader; however, there 
are some general principles that should be considered when launching a service targeted to 
those born after 1960 or so. 

� The learning/worship style of these 
generations has shifted from aural to 
visual and the younger adult generations 
learn/worship in an experiential-
participatory style. Alternative worship 
services must be visually stimulating. 
Static video screens with just the words of 
the songs or the text of the scriptures isn’t 
enough. Today’s screen technology is 
yesterday’s icons/stained glass windows 
that invite the worship participant to 
move through the images into a personal 
and interior sacred space. Therefore, 
these services will need a skilled visual 
arts team that develops video, dynamic 
video backgrounds, interesting screen and 
text transitions, and inspiring graphics.  
Younger adults need an additional level of 
participation. Just “seeing” imagery and 
video isn’t enough. They need to be 
actively involved, actively participating, in 
order to fully experience worship. The 
illustration to the right gives you an idea 
of one person’s interactions via a Twitter feed using the church’s hashtags to 
communicate with others in the congregation (and beyond) during a recent church 
event.  

� No longer can we presume participants are familiar with the Bible stories, Christian 
history, Christian rites and rituals, or Christian vocabulary. Everything in the worship 
service needs to be culturally relevant, and anything that may be culturally foreign 
needs to be defined/explained/relevant-ized – every time. 

�  Music isn’t a part of worship for these generations – it is the primary act of worship. 
Whereas classic worship services break up songs with other worship tools, such as 
responsive readings, prayers, etc., successful alternative worship services produce music 
in “sets,” similar to a concert with one song leading directly into another for a sustained 
period. Although those raised in the church may resist this practice at first, worship sets 
are the more indigenous and natural practices of the culture.  
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� The “choir” and choir-like music is a hallmark of a classic worship service. Many 
churches launch contemporary and alternative services with a worship “band” that 
performs (leads) target appropriate music in a distinctively choir-like fashion. Under the 
leadership of these well-intentioned and good-hearted worship teams, many alternative 
services find it difficult to gain traction in reaching those beyond the church walls.  
 
The difference between a “choir” and a “band ” is maximizing versus minimizing. In 
general, a choir maximizes the vocals so that the majority of the voices sing the majority 
of the notes in beautiful harmonies with the occasional solo. In addition, the 
piano/keyboard/organ plays most of the notes. A band, however, minimizes both vocals 
and instruments. In general, a lead singer carries the melody and is backed up by two or 
three other vocalists who only sing when it “adds” something to mix (perhaps a 
measure or two here, an echo or “Ahhhs” there). In addition, no single instrument 
“carries” the whole, but again only plays when they can add to the mix. This is easier 
“heard” than “explained,” and so I recommend listening to a track or two from the 
Newsboys, Switchfoot, or Tait (for instance, see http://bit.ly/XUbLo0) and compare that 
with a cut from a Maranatha Praise cd (for instance, see 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=CYBLCV1nqHE). The difference is the key reason classically 
trained worship staff find it difficult to make the transition to alternative worship. 

The preaching content and style for an effective alternative service is different than in a classic 
service. As mentioned before, the first difference is that the speaker cannot presume that the 
audience has a basic knowledge of scripture, church history, or even Christian behaviors and 
expectations. In addition, the speaker cannot presume that the listener holds scripture to the 
same standards as previous generations, and so propositional “truths” cannot be assumed. All 
this being so, effective sermon content for alternative services is heavy on life-coaching and 
how-to make life work with Jesus Christ as the core and light on theological ideology (how to 
pray or how to deal with addictions trumps the intricacies of Trinitarian). In addition, the 
sermon is heavily grounded in scripture. These sermons are often more lengthy (the average 
sermon for reaching and retaining this age group can be as long as sixty or more minutes) and 
they are often interlaced with the use of significant technology, such as text messaging, Twitter, 
Facebook or other online references (that participant may actually be visiting during the 
service), and extensive use of video. All that’s to say that rarely is a sermon that is delivered in a 
classic worship service directly suitable for an alternative service; however, there are a number 
of successful preachers who make use of a sermon’s core in multiple services, but has 
significantly tweaked it to match the audience and the needs of each. 
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H. First Impressions 

Excerpt From: First Impressions: The Greeters, Ushers, and Hosts Handbook 

by Bill Tenny-Brittian 

Introduction: 
First Impressions 

The old saying that reminds us that we don’t get a second chance to make a first impression. 
Although that may seem like a “Duh!” statement, it always amazes me how few churches seem 
to consider it, let alone take it seriously. As I look back over the past years of consulting, I 
realize I’ve made the following recommendations to hundreds of congregations and yet too 
many blithely skip right over them to focus their attention on more important stuff like worship 
music, technology, or preaching. Then three years later they don’t understand why their 
retention of first-time guests rarely exceeds 25 percent – after all, don’t they have a great 
worship service? 

There’s some discrepancy in the research results, but guests make a decision about whether or 
not they’ll be returning within the first few minutes of their visit– like somewhere between two 
and ten minutes – and the clock begins ticking when they turn into your church’s driveway. Add 
‘em up. By the time your guests have actually walked up your steps, almost half of your time to 
“Wow!” them is gone. Think your great music or sermon is going to convince them? In most 
cases, before the first chord of the worship band or the strains of the organ fill their ears, let 
alone point one of your sermon, they already know whether or not they’ll likely be back.  

Let me illustrate. It was Palm Sunday and I didn’t have an “appointment” at any particular 
church, so I opted to visit one up the street from me that I’d heard had completed a building 
remodel that was supposed to appeal to the “younger” crowd. I arrived early, just in case, and 
found a vacant parking spot. I noticed they didn’t have any guest parking, so I felt lucky to snag 
a space between two SUVs. There was a young family in the parking lot with me and they got to 
the sidewalk three or four steps ahead of me. They must have been late for something because 
the father hustled the children forward putting as much distance between me and them as 
possible. I guess I must have looked threatening? 

There was no sign outside to direct anyone to the front entrance, but I followed the young 
family and lucked out – it was the right door (though there were several doors in view from 
where I’d parked). There were two ushers four or five steps into the entry room and they were 
in rapt conversation. They noticed me right away and wished me good morning, handed me a 
program, and nodded towards the sanctuary. I followed his unspoken directions and entered 
the worship space and looked around for a seat. I had several good options and chose to sit 
near the back. Knowing that it was Palm Sunday and would likely be crowded (a bad 
assumption, it turned out), I moved to the center of the pew to make room for any who might 
care to join me. I sat, I watched, I was totally ignored. People greeted each other all around me 
and there were plenty of conversations, but I wasn’t invited into any of them. By then I’d 
already made my decision that as “cool” as the exposed industrial ceiling was, I wouldn’t be 
back. 
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On the other hand, there was Dean King. When it comes to first impressions and welcome, I 
always turn to Dean King because he’s the reason I’m ordained in the Disciples of Christ 
denomination. On a Sunday morning in Decatur, Georgia, my wife and I serendipitously ended 
up parking in the Decatur First Christian Church parking lot to attend worship. We were both 
attending seminary, and we were both Methodist clergy bound. Even from the parking lot we 
couldn’t miss the rather tall, red blazered man standing outside what looked to be the front 
doors of the church. We walked his direction and the closer we got, the bigger his smile – or so 
it seemed. As we mounted the steps he greeted us with a cheery “It’s a lovely morning, isn’t 
it?” We agreed as we drew near and he continued, “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Dean King.” 
He stuck his hand out and his eyes twinkled. We introduced ourselves as Bill and Kris and he 
said, “It’s good to meet you. How are you this fine morning?” And being of polite society we 
assured him we were fine, and how are you? “Feel like a King!” he boomed, winked, and 
laughed. We were totally disarmed and felt like we’d found a true friend. We chatted for a few 
moments and he discovered we were first time guests and he gave us the briefest overview of 
the coming service so we wouldn’t be unfamiliar. Then he opened the doors for us and 
accompanied us into the church’s entry hall. He escorted us to a pair of ushers who smiled … 
mostly … and he slightly bent down towards them as if to let them in on a secret. With a 
marvelous smile in his voice, and with a wry grin towards us, he addressed the ushers. “This is 
Bill and Kris. They’re personal friends of mine. Give them the best seats in the house and don’t 
charge them nothin’!” Then he straightened, smiled broadly, and let the ushers lead us to a 
seat.  

My wife says the service was very good and I have to trust her, because it wouldn’t have made 
any difference one way or the other. Within five minutes of leaving our car in the parking lot I 
knew we’d be back. The next week, when we herded our five children before us, Dean King was 
waiting at his designated door and he befriended each one. Eighteen months later I was 
ordained in that church and if anyone asks why, I “blame” Dean King, the man who took St. 
Peter’s place at the Pearly Gates when he died several years ago. 

You may know Dean – or a Dean clone in your church or in a church past. He’s the one that not 
only never met a stranger, but the one who’s so comfortable in their own skin that they help 
everyone around them relax. She’s the one with the winning smile and who knows just the right 
thing to say as a guest mounts the steps.  

And so, this book is not only dedicated to all the Dean and Deanette Kings in this world, it has 
been inspired by them. For without them, first impressions will be last impressions. 
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Chapter 1: 
Your Calling to Greet, Ush, or Host 

Before we get to the “How To,” it’s important that we start with the “Who.” The fact is, not 
everyone is born a Dean or Deanette King. There are many personalities in this world, and all of 
them are represented in some way or another in the church. Paul said as much in 1 Corinthians 
12:12–27. 

You can easily enough see how this kind of thing works by looking no further than your own 
body. Your body has many parts—limbs, organs, cells—but no matter how many parts you can 
name, you're still one body. It's exactly the same with Christ. By means of his one Spirit, we all 
said good-bye to our partial and piecemeal lives. We each used to independently call our own 
shots, but then we entered into a large and integrated life in which he has the final say in 
everything. (This is what we proclaimed in word and action when we were baptized.) Each of us 
is now a part of his resurrection body, refreshed and sustained at one fountain—his Spirit—
where we all come to drink. The old labels we once used to identify ourselves—labels like Jew 
or Greek, slave or free—are no longer useful. We need something larger, more comprehensive. 

 I want you to think about how all this makes you more significant, not less. A body isn't just a 
single part blown up into something huge. It's all the different-but-similar parts arranged and 
functioning together. If Foot said, "I'm not elegant like Hand, embellished with rings; I guess I 
don't belong to this body," would that make it so? If Ear said, "I'm not beautiful like Eye, limpid 
and expressive; I don't deserve a place on the head," would you want to remove it from the 
body? If the body was all eye, how could it hear? If all ear, how could it smell? As it is, we see 
that God has carefully placed each part of the body right where he wanted it. 

But I also want you to think about how this keeps your significance from getting blown up into 
self-importance. For no matter how significant you are, it is only because of what you are a part 
of. An enormous eye or a gigantic hand wouldn't be a body, but a monster. What we have is 
one body with many parts, each its proper size and in its proper place. No part is important on 
its own. Can you imagine Eye telling Hand, "Get lost; I don't need you"? Or, Head telling Foot, 
"You're fired; your job has been phased out"? As a matter of fact, in practice it works the other 
way—the "lower" the part, the more basic, and therefore necessary. You can live without an 
eye, for instance, but not without a stomach. When it's a part of your own body you are 
concerned with, it makes no difference whether the part is visible or clothed, higher or lower. 
You give it dignity and honor just as it is, without comparisons. If anything, you have more 
concern for the lower parts than the higher. If you had to choose, wouldn't you prefer good 
digestion to full-bodied hair? 

The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives together as a church: 
every part dependent on every other part, the parts we mention and the parts we don't, the 
parts we see and the parts we don't. If one part hurts, every other part is involved in the hurt, 
and in the healing. If one part flourishes, every other part enters into the exuberance. 

You are Christ's body—that's who you are! You must never forget this. Only as you accept your 
part of that body does your "part" mean anything.  

1 Cor 12:12–27 (The Message) 



 65 

To paraphrase, “Not everyone should be a greeter, or an usher, or a host. But God has a fitting 
job for everyone in the church.” And yet ... 

In many churches, perhaps most, we find that one of the key tasks of the worship or hospitality 
committee is to schedule greeters and ushers (almost no one schedules hosts). By and large, 
the volunteers recruited to serve in the lobby are all well-meaning and committed church 
members who are willing to fill in whenever it’s necessary – and it seems to be necessary about 
one weekend every month or so. And it seems that so long as there are one or two people 
holding bulletins at each door, the church has “done its job” with its guest-friendly welcome.  

But not everyone is cut out to be greeter, an usher, or a host. In fact, I’ve visited churches that 
would have been better off with no one at the door than the stern-faced bouncers they’ve 
convinced to guard the sacred doors. It’s not that these folks weren’t wonderful men and 
women, it’s just that they were absolutely the wrong people doing the wrong job – and I 
suspect everyone would be happier if they were counting the offerings, updating the database, 
or editing the newsletter.3  

The rotating greeter/usher/host positions may be hurting your church’s first impressions. 
Recruit those for your first-impressions ministries based on the character, spiritual gifting, 
behaviors, and personality types. Once they are recruited, get them trained. Now, before you 
start outlining this book to create a training session, consider this. In general, leading a training 
class on how to greet, ush, or host is a colossal waste of time both in preparation for you and in 
presentation for everyone else. It’s plain bad stewardship for two reasons. First, you can’t train 
for the most important characteristics of an effect greeter, usher, or host. If they don’t already 
have it, they aren’t going to get it in a class. Second, if you’ve recruited well, most of what these 
folks need to learn can be taught on-the-job in ten minutes or less. Finally, when you’ve found 
the right people, let them do what they’re called on to do ... for life, or as long as they are 
willing and able. (Here’s a hint, if they don’t want to do it every single Sunday that they’re 
available, they’re probably not the right people for the job. Keep looking – the results will be 
worth it.) 

Attributes of First-Impression Ministers 

So, what are the attributes of a great greeter, usher, and/or host? The primary character trait 
necessary for any of the three first-impression’s ministries is friendliness. The primary spiritual 
gift necessary for any of the three first-impression ministries is hospitality. The primary 
behavioral practice necessary for any of the three first-impression ministries is smiling 
attentiveness. Let’s take a quick look at all three of these attributes. 

Friendliness 

Those called to first-impressions ministries genuinely like people and are able to see beyond a 
“multitude of sins.” They are rarely shocked by people’s behaviors, mannerisms, or personal 
choices. In fact, they have a gift of seeing way beyond a guest’s outward appearance and they 
presume that behind the multi-pierced eyebrows, tattooed neck, leather studded jacket, and 

 
3 A good personal ministry audit, such as the Personal Ministry Assessment available in the 21st Century Strategies 
store, can help your church identify the right people for the right jobs (www.ChurchConsultations.com/cart).  
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pink man-bag is a guy who could be the next Bear Grylls, the Christian survivalist TV star, the 
next Nelson Mandela peace maker, or the next effective Middle School Sunday school teacher. 
It’s clear they are comfortable in their own skin and comfortable with whatever skin a guest 
shows up in.  

Greeters, ushers, and hosts are just as interested in the bag woman’s story as they are in the 
starlet’s spiel. They have a way of comfortable conversation that disarms the wary skeptic and 
charms the icy cynic. Their welcome and congeniality knows no bounds. 

Hospitality 

Although hospitality isn’t named in the more traditional spiritual gift lists, it’s either a gift or a 
long-lost and under-practiced art in today’s world. Hospitality defined is the practice of making 
a guest feel both welcome and at home. It’s the practical practice of loving your neighbor as 
you love yourself. Those called to first-impression ministries exude hospitality to all, both 
guests and members.  

Those with the gift of hospitality are the first ones to notice when someone looks out-of-place 
in the vestibule and then makes the effort to walk across the room to introduce themselves. 
They’re the first ones to notice and respond when someone pours a cup of coffee and then 
looks helplessly around trying to figure out how and where to refill the empty sugar bowl. 
They’re also the ones who do a cursory wipe down of the restroom’s counters and sinks 
whenever they visit – just to make sure it’s presentable.  

The gift of hospitality is a gift – it’s not a training item. Good hospitality practices can be taught, 
but those with the gift naturally go the second mile for a guest’s comfort without being asked. 
It’s just in their nature. 

Smiling Attentiveness 

Before you recruit someone for a first-impression ministry, look at their face carefully. If they’ve 
lived enough life to have earned a couple of life-lines around their eyes, check the wrinkles 
carefully. If they’re smile-lines, you may have made a great find in the name of first 
impressions. But if the wrinkled brow is marked by worry, stress, anxiety, and – dare we say it – 
frown lines, then do everyone a favor and help the pilgrim into a ministry that will fill them 
without demanding the effort to undo the seeds they’ve sown.  

Those called to first-impression ministries are joy-filled people who don’t just see the glass half 
full, they are certain it’s destined to be filled soon (and they are the ones who will walk across 
the room with the pitcher of iced tea to refill it for you – even before you realized you needed 
more – and they’ll do it with a big-ol’ smile on their faces).  

Smiling attentiveness isn’t about just standing around with a smile on your face, though that’s 
not a bad thing in and of itself. Smiling attentiveness is making the effort to connect a smile 
with a person. Years ago, I started a ministry at a church where I, or another member of the 
church, rose at four o’clock on Monday mornings to brew coffee and offer it to commuters who 
drove by our church building between five and seven AM. As the approximately 25,000 
motorists passed by the church, I would wave at them and offer a silent prayer for their safety 
and productivity. On those weeks when I wasn’t available to do the waving, I would recruit a 
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church member to take over for me. The folks I selected had one thing in common. When each 
car went past, they didn’t wave to the car, they looked into the car and waved at each person. 
They didn’t always make eye contact, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. They smiled attentively. 

Greeters, ushers, and hosts are friendly and they’re hospitable. But perhaps more important 
than anything else, they have a smiling attentiveness that lets a guest know that, at least for the 
moment, they are the most welcomed person in the world and that they’ve not only been 
noticed, but that their soul has been personally touched by someone who cares. All that from a 
smile. 

 

Those called to first-impression ministries naturally exhibit all three of these attributes. At this 
moment, you might be thinking that anyone who has these gifts can be used interchangeably in 
the three posts, but that would be premature. Although greeters, ushers, and hosts share these 
traits, each position ideally calls for a different personality type.  

The question is – which one are you called to? 

Your Calling as a Greeter 

The calling to be a greeter comes with great honor. It’s been said that St. Peter will be greeting 
us at the Pearly Gates of Heaven one day, though I have it on good authority that Dean King 
replaced him several years ago. In any event, greeters are typically the first person guests and 
members alike meet when they set foot onto a church’s property. Whether the greeter is 
stationed in the parking lot or outside the front door, the smiling, friendly, and attentive 
presence of a God-called greeter is one of the first mental snapshots that a guest burns into 
their memory when they arrive.  

As we noted above, those called to greeting are naturally friendly, hospitable, and they smile 
attentively. But there’s another characteristic that every effective greeter models. Greeters are 
outgoing people. Call them extroverted or gregarious or effervescent – but no matter how you 
slice it, the most effective, gifted, and called greeters have yet to meet a stranger. 

In his senior years, Dean had the opportunity to visit London. While he was there, he visited 
Westminster Cathedral on a Sunday morning for worship. Most tourists making that pilgrimage 
wander into the great halls and bask in the history. But not Dean. Dean positioned himself at 
the front doors and stuck his hand out to those making their way to worship and said, “I don’t 
think we’ve met. I’m Dean King.” And to those who took the time to introduce themselves, he 
would turn and say to the real greeters and ushers, “This is a good friend of mine. Show them in 
and give ‘em a good seat – and don’t you charge them nothin’!” 

Those chosen for the high calling of greeter are the odd ones in the Wal Mart checkout line. 
They’re chatting with those in line, having real conversations with the checker, and actually 
stopping to ask how that front door greeter is doing – and then listening if they get more than 
the requisite “Fine.”  

If this describes you to a tee, then you may well be that one in a hundred that your 
congregation is looking for. The question is, if you’re not greeting now, what’s stopping you? 
Natural greeters don’t need an invitation ... they greet because it’s in their DNA. Don’t go 
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stepping on someone’s toes by “replacing” them. But definitely skip over to the Greeting 101 
section to see how you can be effective – even before you’re offered a position!  

Finding and Identifying the Illusive Greeter 

If you’ve been tasked with identifying a potential greeter for your congregation, you probably 
already know who that person is (or who they are). In fact, some reading this section have 
identified their own Dean or Deanette Kings and, essentially, everyone in the congregation 
knows who they are as well. However, if not, here are some tips on how to find and identify 
that person.  

For the next few weeks, arrive at the worship center at least fifteen minutes early (if you have 
multiple services, you’ll need to do this before each one). If you have an active and spacious 
lobby, begin by finding an unobtrusive vantage point where you can easily see the members 
and guests arriving for worship. Then watch. If you already have designated greeters, keep tabs 
on them to see if they’re friendly, hospitable, and smiling attentively. For those who are clearly 
comfortable in their skin and putting themselves out there to meet and greet, make a note to 
yourself. But don’t get caught up just watching them. Keep your eyes open for others who are 
natural born greeters. The non-scheduled greeters will probably be working the incoming 
crowd. They may even be outside, so don’t get so comfy that you don’t check there as well. 
Make note of any who stand out. 

Do the same in the worship space. Again, at least fifteen minutes before the prelude or opening 
worship set, find a place where you can observe what’s going on throughout the sanctuary. 
Your natural born greeters will be working the crowd. Like hummingbirds, they’ll be flitting 
from one section to another, from one pew to the next, and from one person to another to say 
“Hi,” to shake a hand, and to generally chat. Again, make a note of who they are. 

Be aware, though, that you may find people who appear to be congregational hummingbirds, 
darting from one pew to the next, and yet are not effective greeters at all. Some of these folks, 
most of them in fact, are flitting through the worship space to touch base with members and 
friends they’ve not connected with during the week. Almost anyone will make the trek across 
the room to renew an acquaintance or to share a word with an old friend. Greeters, however, 
visit as many “flowers” as they can, not just the folks they know. In fact, the best greeters are 
those who won’t abide a stranger in their midst – and it’s their personal passion to become new 
friends, or at least new acquaintances, with  each one. And what’s amazing is that they make 
these new friends without being obnoxious, overbearing, or offensive.  

One last note. There’s one more place to look for potential greeters that often gets missed: the 
choir. In many cases, the choir “scoops” up some of the most talented greeters, ushers, and 
hosts and corals them in a choir loft. Since it seems most choirs do a quick rehearsal just before 
services, this can actually do serious violence to a church’s first-impression ministry. Over the 
howls of many a choir director, I offer these words. If your congregation’s star greeter, usher, or 
host is in the choir, help them do one of two things. Either they need to leave the choir in order 
to serve where they are desperately needed, or they need to be exempted from choir practices 
(and maybe even processions) so that they can stand at the door as the first line of welcome for 
the congregation.  
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Your Calling as an Usher 

Ushers are probably the most underutilized, underappreciated, and under practiced positions in 
the church. As first-impression ministers, with perhaps the sole exceptions of Easter and 
Christmas, ushers tend to be relegated to bulletin distribution while in some churches, ushers 
serve the dual role as both greeters and bulletin dispensers. In far too many churches, ushers 
are almost afterthoughts who can be recruited at the last moment because, frankly, “anyone 
can do it.” And yet, a well-called usher is worth her/his weight in dark chocolate (much more 
valuable than gold, anytime).  

The calling as an usher demands the same three traits as all first-impression ministers. Let’s 
face it, there’s only one thing worse than being handed a bulletin by a grumpy grouch and 
that’s not being handed a bulletin at all because the ushers are so distracted in conversation 
with each other that they take no notice of the stranger who just wandered past.  Friendly, 
hospitable, smiling attentive ushers simply don’t miss much, let alone a wayfarer who’s seeking 
an audience with the King. And though there’s nothing wrong with an usher who’s gregarious 
and has never met a stranger, effective ushers tend to have a different personality mix.  

I’ll expound on the work of an effective usher in Chapter 3, but in order to help you identify 
whether you’re called to the work of an usher I need to tip my hand slightly. In short, effective 
ushers do more than hand out bulletins – they take up where wedding ushers leave off and 
offer to help everyone find a seat (whether they need help or not).  

Ushers who serve as first-impression ministers are committed to helping guests and members 
alike feel comfortable in the house of the Lord, so they assist them by finding exactly the right 
seat for their visit; therefore, ushers have to “notice” things other folks would miss. For 
instance, first-impression ushers know which seats are near the heating vents and which seats 
should be reserved for those who always seem to be just a little bit too warm. These ushers 
know where the acoustics are best for those slightly hard-of-hearing Baby Boomers who are 
“too young” to wear hearing aids, but need help hearing anyway. Effective ushers know where 
a shorter person will be able to see, even if they really don’t want to be “in the front.” In other 
words, effective first-impression ushers know their worship center intimately. 

Second, ushers are more concerned with the comfort of a guest than they are with the societal 
norm of leaving-well-enough-alone. If someone needs a seat where they can “escape” easily 
without drawing attention to themselves, and the aisle seats nearest the exit are occupied, a 
first-impression usher has no problem whatsoever gently, but compellingly, inviting the aisle-
huggers to slide down in order to accommodate the guest. And if the long-time member who 
had to scoot down gets a bit sideways with the usher, the usher either doesn’t notice or has 
thick enough hide to not care. They just did what needed to be done and that’s enough for 
them. 

All that’s to say that beyond the three common attributes of a first-impression minister, there 
are two unique traits that a gifted and called usher needs. First, they need to be tactilely 
sensitive as well as observant enough to notice the “comfort zones” in the sanctuary. Second, 
they don’t mind intruding into someone’s personal space on behalf of the Kingdom. This may 
sound surprising, but both of these traits are commonly found in ADHD adults. That doesn’t 
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mean all ushers are, or even should be, ADHD, but if you’ve been diagnosed and you’re looking 
for a ministry where you can shine beyond the ordinary, this may be where God needs you 
most.  

Your Calling as a Host 

Whereas a greeter greets and an usher ushes, a host is typically the third level of first-
impression ministries. Hosts are those special men and women who go the second mile for 
their guests. The origin of the word “host” dates back to the thirteenth century and literally 
means “one granting hospitality” and “one in charge of guests.” In Chapter 4 we’ll explore the 
multifaceted responsibilities of first-impression hosts, but suffice it to say that, so far as it is 
possible, they are responsible for the personal comfort of their guests. 

As with all first-impression ministers, hosts are naturally friendly and are gifted in hospitality. 
An attentive smile is never far from their lips, let alone from their eyes. Like greeters, hosts 
tend to be on the slightly more gregarious side of the scale and they genuinely like people. But 
hosts have a couple of unique traits that may help you identify whether God is calling you to 
this particular ministry.  

First, hosts tend to be keen observers of humanity and can tell at a glance if someone is out of 
place. It’s not that they notice the under- or over-dressed guest – that’s not a gift, it’s a norm. 
Instead, they notice those who are “lost” and/or feeling ever-so-slightly out-of-place. Some 
might say that a called and gifted host is blessed as an empath or that they have the spiritual 
gift of “knowing.” But just noticing the out-of-place isn’t enough. A first-impression host has 
either a high mercy an exceptionally high hospitality gift and they are moved enough to actually 
do something about the discomfort of a guest.  

Second, called and gifted hosts are gregarious enough to initiate conversations with those they 
haven’t met, and yet they’re discerning enough to sense a guest’s wish to remain anonymous. 
This doesn’t mean that they avoid the guest – by no means. That would be equally insensitive. 
Instead, they have been gifted in the art of hospitable conversation that is so welcoming, 
disarming, and understated that a guest welcomes the interchange, feels no threat, and is 
assured that they have been noticed and their presence is appreciated.  

Third, first-impression hosts have a gift for facial recognition. They recognize when they’ve seen 
or met people before, so that when a guest returns, the host recalls the meeting. They may not 
remember the names every time, which surprisingly isn’t important when it comes to 
discerning the call to be a host. The ability to remember names is a skill that literally anyone can 
learn with practice. But the knack of recognizing a face is a different matter – and gifted and 
called hosts remember faces.  

 

There isn’t a higher calling in a church than that of a first-impression minister. The lead pastor 
can be a gifted networker, an awesome pulpiteer, and a dynamic vision-caster, but if a wary 
skeptic or an icy cynic doesn’t experience a positive first impression, it is unlikely they’ll cross 
their own fences and walls to hear the Gospel in a way that’s real for them. As you look at the 
characteristics and traits of the three first-impression ministries, my hope and prayer is that 
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your heart has been warmed and God has tickled you with a sense of purpose for welcoming 
others into the church and into the Kingdom of God. 
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I. Connections 

Connections: From Visitor to Committed Member 

Part 1: Turning First-Time Visitors Into Returning Guests 

By Bill Tenny-Brittian 
Reprinted from Net Results magazine 

According to our research, it appears that in North America less than 15 percent of first time 
church visitors return for a second visit. Although I’m sure it doesn’t follow denominational 
lines exactly, but it appears that in the mainline that number actually hovers nearer to 11 
percent. That means that if 100 visitors graced your church’s vestibule last year, 85–89 of them 
decided your church didn’t have what they were looking for.  

Although in some circles it’s chic to be exclusive, that shouldn’t be a church’s badge of honor. In 
our culture, pretty much the only ones looking for a church are either Already-Christian or 
those Desperately Seeking the Divine. The Already-Christians know what the church is like and 
tend to be pretty lenient in their judgment, so a brush off by these typically means there were 
hospitality issues or else they were looking for something specific they expected and didn’t find 
(like a “contemporary” worship service that was actually a traditional service dressed with a tie-
less preacher). The real issue is when the Desperately Seeking the Divine turn away. Although 
that may mean there were hospitality issues, the core reason tends to be the visitor was hoping 
to find God and instead found the Church. In other words, they couldn’t find God through the 
coded vocabulary, the insider-only message, and/or the spirit of conflict that smothers the 
Spirit of God.  

We’ve been training leaders and congregations for decades now on the “how” to turn that 
around. Indeed, a church I’ve been working with over the past four years reported that by 
practicing what we’ve taught they’ve turned their return rate from 11 percent to 85 percent … 
and 75 percent are becoming participating members. 

However, in order to put together a cohesive plan on how to usher visitors onto your 
membership roles, it will be helpful to capture the big picture of the connection track. In this 
article, we’ll both explore the larger picture and look specifically at the first half of the 
connection track: turning first-time visitors into returning guests. In an upcoming article, we’ll 
explore the second half of the connection track: turning guests into committed members. 

The Connecting Track 

There are two rails of the connecting track. The first rail carries our passengers and we call it 
the Integration Process. The process is best understood through the terms we use to define 
integration into the heart of a congregation. These terms certainly aren’t proprietary, but when 
we use them, we do so with specificity and intentionality.  

The Integration Process Rail 

Visitor: Someone who visits a church for a single service. Visitors may never return to a 
particular church, they become a returning guest, or else they return as a visitor some time in 
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the distant future. A visitor who returns a second time within six weeks should be considered a 
returning guest. When Aunt Marg from Pensacola drops in while she’s in town with the family 
she is a visitor and should be treated as such.  

Guest: Visitors who return a second time within six weeks are considered returning guests. 
Guests are considering becoming increasingly involved with the church, although that doesn’t 
mean they want to chair a committee, sing in the choir, or join a small group. It also doesn’t 
mean they don’t. It does mean that they are especially sensitive to pressure and may be looking 
as intently for a reason not to stay as they are to continue attending. 

Participant: When a guest begins singing in the choir, attending Sunday school or a small group, 
volunteers to help with a hands-on ministry, or willingly joins a committee or team, they’ve 
become a participant. Participants tend to be consumers more than supporters, so don’t expect 
their giving to increase and don’t plan on building a ministry around their gifts, talents, or skills 
just yet. The one thing you can count on is that you can’t count on participants for much. 

Participating Member: Somewhere along the line a participant stops talking about “your” 
church or “the” church and begins to own it as “my” church or “our” church. This isn’t 
necessarily the definitive sign of membership, since some cast their loyalty on whatever seems 
like the next best thing, but it is a hint. Participating members may or may not “sign on the 
dotted line” and join your church, but they have made a decision to move from “guest” to 
“member,” at least in terms of their practices and behavior. Participating members are willing 
to serve, at least on some level. However, their loyalty is often predicated on the current pastor 
and/or with a small body of church friends.  

Committed Member: You can tell who the committed members are when the going gets tough. 
When a popular staff member leaves, the mortgage payments become overwhelming, or the 
search committee hires a real nice pastor who can’t preach a lick, the committed members will 
stick anyway. Yes, they may grumble, but when push comes to shove, they’re the ones pushing 
with their shoulders against the wall. Their loyalty is beyond personalities and friends and they 
will serve and sacrifice beyond where it hurts.  

Thus, the first rail of the connection track looks like this:  

Visitor → Guest → Participant → Participating Member → Committed Member 

The Connections Rail 

Whereas the first rail of the connecting track carries the passengers, the second rail carries the 
freight. To move someone along the track from visitor to committed member requires a 
number of specific connections that must be made along the way. If any of the necessary 
connections aren’t made, the likelihood of full integration into the congregation is unlikely. 
Therefore, we call the second rail Connections.  

In brief, the second rail of the connections track looks like this: 

Connection with Church → Returning Guest 

Connection with Acquaintances → Returning Guest 

Connection with Friend/s → Participant 
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Connection with God → Participating Member 

Connection with Church → Committed Member 

You probably noticed that the first two connections have the same results … a guest returns. 
The reason for the repetition is explained in the next section.  

Turning First Time Visitors Into Returning Guests 

The remainder of this article will briefly look at the connections that must be made for a first-
time visitor to become a returning guest. When churches fail to understand and facilitate these 
first connections they find themselves in the under 15 percent group. And although churches 
that do well here may not transform their guests into fully committed membership, churches 
that don’t retain their visitors don't even have a chance.  

Connection With Church 

For a moment, let’s consider the visitor who comes without a personal invitation from a 
member. We sometimes refer to these as “Those who don’t come on the arm of a member.” 
What determines whether a visitor has any desire whatsoever to return to the church is 
whether or not they make either an intellectual or emotional connection with the “church.”  

Please understand that we’re not saying that a church has two shots at making a connection 
with an individual and that if it misses the intellectual part it gets a chance to connect on an 
emotional level. Nicky Gumbel of Alpha fame has correctly surmised that people are stimulated 
primarily on one of these two levels. Thus, some will make a connection on an intellectual level 
(“That makes sense”) and some will make a connection on an emotional level (“That touched 
me”).  

A connection with the church is built on first impressions and on the visitor’s ineffable overall 
experience. We’ve spoken, written, and recorded volumes on the importance of first 
impressions, so we’ll turn our attention briefly to their ineffable experience. 

Simply put, a great first impression won’t necessarily turn a visitor into a guest, although a poor 
first impression pretty much guarantees they won’t be back. A visitor must make a near visceral 
connection with the whole church experience in some way to want to return. Generally this 
happens in one of two ways: (1) They make a perceptible connection with the pastor; (2) The 
style and content of the worship service “resonates” within them. Indeed, it is not uncommon 
for a visitor to make both of these connections. In any event, if a visitor leaves the service 
feeling or thinking “That hit the spot” in some significant way, then it is relatively likely that 
they’ll return. Couple that with a great first impression and effective follow-up and the odds of 
a returning guest leap above 50 percent.  

Connection with Acquaintances 

Enjoying a church’s worship service enough to want to return will only last so long. A returning 
guest will only hang around the church for a couple of weeks if they don’t begin making 
connections with some of the “regulars.” We’re not talking hard and fast friends … not at this 
stage. But everyone has a need to feel both noticed and accepted before they’ll make any sort 
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of personal investment. Therefore, it’s critical for guests to begin making connections with 
some familiar faces within the first few weeks.  

Some of these connections may almost be imperceptible. A nod of recognition, a brightening 
smile when the guest enters the lobby, and if someone actually remembers their name … 
priceless. Other connections will need to be more tangible. Clear recognition by the pastor, 
staff, or other key leaders. Inclusion in conversations before and after the service. Invitations to 
the fellowship hall for coffee and doughnuts. 

As a guest makes these connections, they may begin to pick up names and initiate 
conversations. At this stage it will become increasingly critical for the church to be intentional 
about helping the guest move to the next level. 

… and that’s the content for the next article.  

For more information on making a great first impression, visit our ChurchHospitality.us website.  
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Connections Part 2: Turning Guests into Committed Members 

In the first part of this article series we dealt with the most common problem churches have – 
getting a visitor to return. In fact, churches are so troubled by this issue that the national 
average appears to be significantly less than 15 percent of first-time visitors return for a second 
helping.  

However, when a visitor does return another difficulty emerges: integrating the guest into the 
life of the congregation well enough that they not only become a member, they become a 
committed member that “sticks” even during the tough times. As I mentioned in Part 1, I’ve 
worked with one church through this process and they’re currently seeing 85 percent of their 
first-time visitors return and 75 percent are moving into membership at various levels.  

If you haven’t had a chance to read “Connections Part 1: Turning First-Time Visitors Into 
Returning Guests,” you may want to peruse it first. If not, the sidebar provides thumbnail 
definitions of the twin rails of Connecting.  

Turning Guests Into Committed Members 

Churches of all sizes experience difficulty in the integration process (we’ve stopped using the 
term assimilation – we’re just not into the Borg imagery). Smaller churches generally know if 
they’re having an integration problem, but mid-sized and larger churches may not immediately 
notice the issue. They often discover they’re having an integration problem when they review 
their annual stats and realize: (1) They’ve “received” sixty-seven new members during the 
previous three years (2) Their average worship attendance is about what it was back then; and 
(3) They’ve only done five funerals. And though this malady is common throughout the church, 
ineffective integration is probably the most common problem plaguing the mega church today.  

Hearkening back to the previous article, although a returning guest will have made an initial 
connection with the “church” and a few acquaintances, to remain on the Connecting Track will 
necessitate additional connections – and significant ones at that. Although a church’s 
excellence in hospitality can inspire a visitor to become a returning guest, the next connections 
take more than being welcoming.  

Connection with Friend/s 

I’m not sure who actually said it first, but I distinctly remember hearing Win Arn say it in an 
evangelism class back in the 80s that if a guest didn’t make a friend within the first six months 
or so, they would drift away from the church. When someone does drift away, church leaders 
too often succumb to the delusion that “another one simply fell through the cracks” as if they 
had no responsibility for those losses. Many, if not most, churches suffering from integration 
issues are guilty of abdicating their responsibility of “friending” their guests. 

Of course, behind this issue is the oft’ used excuse, “I just don’t have time for another friend.” 
It’s true that we live in a too-busy culture that’s been compounded recently by the lagging 
economy. However, in our experience, one reason so many churched people have no time for 
friends is because they are over-involved in church activities (this is more true in small to mid-
sized churches than larger ones). In many churches, it’s not uncommon for active participants 
to serve on multiple committees, to sing in the choir, teach a Sunday school class, and/or to 
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lead some other ministry. In addition to all that, these are the ones who show up every time 
“the church doors are open,” attend multiple committee and board meetings, and 
support/attend almost every church sponsored event as well. With all that on their plate it’s no 
wonder many church-folk have no time for a new friend.  

On the flip side, in larger churches the busy-ness of members is compounded by the lack of 
intentional and available means to connect. For some reason, a number of large and mega 
churches seem to carry a “We dare you” attitude when it comes to providing easily accessed 
processes to integration. Indeed, I spoke with the staff discipleship leader at one mega church 
who admitted, “We intentionally make it difficult for new people to get connected here.” The 
rationale behind this was unfathomable to me, but it may explain the decade-long plateau that 
church has experienced! 

The solution to the busy-ness issue is simple: Get less busy. Many churches would be helped by 
the “One Person, One Passion, One Position” rule. Simply put, this rule limits church members 
to serving only within their God-given passion. It means that no one can hold more than one 
leadership position in the church. When implemented, it’s amazing how much more free time 
church members have – time that they can use to “take on” a new friendship (see 
BillTennyBrittian.com for more on this rule).  

Larger churches not only have to help their leaders (and members) make the choice to become 
less busy for the sake of the Kingdom, they also have to develop easy and plentiful 
opportunities for returning guests to make connections with existing members. Small groups, 
affinity events, providing openly accessible and inviting gathering and mingling space, and so on 
will help facilitate introductions that lead to friendships. 

Getting un-busy isn’t easy and it isn’t painless, but it’s absolutely necessary if the church is 
going to help returning guests take the next step in the connection process. As a guest builds 
friendships within the church, they become increasingly active in the life of the church. They 
become more regular in their worship attendance. They may try out a small group or Sunday 
school class with a friend. And ultimately, in churches that are intentional in their integration 
processes, they’ll find themselves “clicking” with a ministry or mission of the church and 
becoming increasingly involved. During this period the guest moves from being a “guest” and 
becomes a participant.  

Connecting With God 

Although a number of folks will come through your doors with some sort of God-connection, as 
our culture continues its trek away from the church and from Christianity, an increasing number 
will find their ways into participation without having a meaningful relationship with Jesus 
Christ. That being said, it will become increasingly incumbent upon churches to develop some 
sort of a process for walking unbelieving first-time visitors from the front door to faith to 
membership. There are any number of processes that have been created and are available for 
adopting and adapting (Saddleback’s four-base 101 system immediately comes to mind), but 
the key is to choose and use something. Most churches leave this process to chance, “hoping” 
that somehow a pre-Christian will somehow just “connect” with God because the church’s 
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worship is so good, or their Sunday school is so inviting. However, hope is not a strategy and 
this stuff is simply too important to leave to chance.  

It’s not enough to develop a process to walk someone from cynic to saint, skeptic to believer, 
seeker to faith-filled. The process has to be so obvious that even the spiritual blind can see it. I 
can’t tell you how many churches I’ve visited that offer no apparent pathway from visitor to 
believer to member … and then complain that they’re not able to get guests to commit. 
Further, it should come as no surprise to any of us that a growing number of church guests have 
limited church experience. Without that history, they have no idea how to traverse the faith 
journey, they have no idea even where to start.  

Some churches offer a series of “Introduction to …” classes. Others design a path that begins 
with a one-on-one with the pastor, moves to involvement in a Sunday school class, and 
culminates in a confirmation or catechism course. So long as a guest can easily find the on-ramp 
to that journey, when they’re ready they’ll make their way to it (but don’t hesitate to personally 
invite them to the first step when it’s opportune to do so).  

One word of warning … the core of this connection step is less about getting a “new member” 
for the church than it is about accompanying a new citizen into the Kingdom. Whatever process 
that gets designed, design it with facilitating a relationship with Jesus Christ as the chief 
outcome. However, since most churches equate baptism or faith commitment with church 
membership, this connection nearly always includes the reception of a new participating 
member. 

Committed Member 

When someone “walks the aisle” or becomes a member by some other mechanism in your 
congregation, most churches seem to decide their job is done, at least in terms of integrating 
the new member into the core of the church. After all, they must have made a connection with 
the church since they’ve joined.  

Far too often, new members join with a flurry of excitement and anticipation. Indeed, they may 
even get involved in this ministry or that, but then something happens. An unfortunate word is 
spoken by a long-time member. A particular ministry comes to an end. Or horror of horrors, the 
pastor resigns or is transferred. And in the end, the new member slips out the back door. 

The final destination in the integration process is moving from a participating member who may 
come or go on what may seem like a whim to a fully committed member who will be there 
come what may. And though this process takes time, church leaders who don’t understand the 
process or who ignore it do so at the church’s peril.  

You may remember from Part 1 of this article series that the very first connection a first-time 
visitor makes is with the “church,” that is, they connect with their initial church experience. For 
a participating member to become a committed member they must make a connection with 
the church, but in this case, it’s not a connection so much with their experience of church, 
rather than a connection with the church itself.  

Although it appears that the majority of churches have not done the work of effectively 
discerning, stating, and organizing around their mission, a committed member has almost 
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always connected with the church’s purpose. In other words, they’ve come to a place where 
they believe in what their church stands for, or at least what it accomplishes – even if its 
primary ministry is to the members themselves. However, it also appears that the more the 
church is conspicuously committed to and practicing a mission that includes life transformation 
(and seeing results), the more quickly commitment is developed.  

Second, although participating members have made a friend or two in the congregation, 
committed members have taken those friendships to a much deeper level. Indeed, one of the 
most common refrains we hear from committed members is that they could never leave their 
friends. However, it should be noted here that as important and “sticky” as deeply rooted 
friendships are, friendships alone aren’t enough to take a participating member to the 
committed level. Many, if not most, participating members leave when the going gets rough or 
uncomfortable enough unless they have made the missional connection mentioned in the 
previous paragraph. However, the reverse is also true. As committed as a participating member 
might be to the church’s mission, if they haven’t built deep and committed relationships with a 
number of friends, when the winds of discord blow it will carry them out the doors.  

Although the above factors is common with almost all committed members, there are other 
key factors that foster deeper commitment among participating members. For instance, when 
the church helps a participant discover their God-given passion and then provides a meaningful 
ministry opportunity for fulfilling that passion, commitment is generally the result. However, if 
for some reason the church withdraws that ministry, the member’s commitment may be 
compromised, especially if missional and friendship networks haven’t been fully established.  

One last factor worth mentioning is the commitment that is developed when a participating 
member finds themselves facing some sort of personal or familial tragedy and the church steps 
in with significant and sustained support. Indeed, there is almost nothing that builds loyalty and 
commitment faster and more completely than being raised from the dead in some way by a 
caring, compassionate congregation.  

Certainly, there are additional factors that may compel a participating member into 
commitment, but these are the most common … and indeed, missional commitment and deep 
friendships are foundational for most. By understanding the integration process and the 
connections that make integration a reality, church leaders can develop programs and 
ministries that will guide first-timers into congregational integration and ultimately into fully 
committed members. 

ok 
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J. 30 Minute Mission Trip 

Leverage Your Social Media Presence 

The number of Facebook users has surpassed 1.3 billion, YouTube has over 1 billion, Instagram 
has over 300 million, and Twitter has over 284 million users – the impact of social media cannot 
be overstated! And yet the church’s attempts to leverage social media for marketing have been 
nearly fruitless. Most Facebook pages are developed and maintained for the sake of the 
membership – and there’s rarely any good reason for a non-member to Like the page. Similar 
statements could be made for the church’s use of most social media.  

To leverage your social media presence we recommend recruiting a Social Media team who 
understand (or are willing to learn about) social media marketing, giving them a budget, getting 
them administrative access to the church’s social media outlets, and giving them a mission, 
casting a vision, and setting some aggressive (but reachable) goals. Then let them loose on the 
church’s social media accounts.  

In the interim, we recommend scheduling at least four 30 Minute Social Media Mission Trips 
every year – probably to correspond with the four marketing campaigns mentioned in 
Recommendation 8.2. Invite everyone who has a Facebook account to bring their smart phone 
or tablet to a half hour social media event – typically following worship. You can serve 
refreshments to tide folks over ‘til lunch.  

The 30 Minute Social Media Mission Trip4 Agenda 

Preparation:  

1. Create a Facebook Profile Photo that includes the details of the event for everyone to 
see. See Facebook for current image sizes. Save the image as a .jpg file. 

2. Create a Facebook Cover Photo that includes a catchy image as well as the details. 
Again, save the image as a .jpg file. 

 

 
4 Adapted from Bob Franquiz, Pull. Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2013. 
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The Social Media Mission Trip: 

3 Minutes: Have everyone change their Cover Photo and Profile Photo. 

8 Minutes: Have everyone video record an invitation to the event for all their friends. Have 
them post it and tag all their local friends.  

10 Minutes: Have everyone post on their local friend’s wall and/or invite them to the event. 

7 Minutes: Have everyone start conversations with their friends on Facebook’s Instant 
Messenger app with “What are you doing next Sunday?” and then invite them to the event. 

2 Minutes: Call one person on the phone and invite them to the event.  
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We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets

Companies that enjoy enduring success have
core values and a core purpose that remain fixed
while their business strategies and practices end-
lessly adapt to a changing world. The dynamic of
preserving the core while stimulating progress 
is the reason that companies such as Hewlett-
Packard, 3M, Johnson & Johnson, Procter & Gam-
ble, Merck, Sony, Motorola, and Nordstrom be-
came elite institutions able to renew themselves
and achieve superior long-term performance.
Hewlett-Packard employees have long known that
radical change in operating practices, cultural
norms, and business strategies does not mean los-
ing the spirit of the HP Way – the company’s core
principles. Johnson & Johnson continually ques-

tions its structure and revamps its processes while
preserving the ideals embodied in its credo. In 1996,
3M sold off several of its large mature businesses –
a dramatic move that surprised the business press–
to refocus on its enduring core purpose of solving
unsolved problems innovatively. We studied com-
panies such as these in our research for Built to
Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies
and found that they have outperformed the general
stock market by a factor of 12 since 1925.
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Truly great companies understand the difference
between what should never change and what
should be open for change, between what is gen-
uinely sacred and what is not. This rare ability to
manage continuity and change – requiring a con-
sciously practiced discipline – is closely linked to
the ability to develop a vision. Vision provides guid-
ance about what core to preserve and what future to
stimulate progress toward. But vision has become
one of the most overused and least understood
words in the language, conjuring up different im-
ages for different people: of deeply held values, out-
standing achievement, societal bonds, exhilarating
goals, motivating forces, or raisons d’être. We rec-
ommend a conceptual framework to define vision,
add clarity and rigor to the vague and fuzzy con-
cepts swirling around that trendy term, and give
practical guidance for articulating a coherent vision
within an organization. It is a prescriptive frame-
work rooted in six years of research and refined and
tested by our ongoing work with executives from a
great variety of organizations around the world.

A well-conceived vision consists of two major
components: core ideology and envisioned future.
(See the exhibit “Articulating a Vision.”) Core ide-
ology, the yin in our scheme, defines what we stand
for and why we exist. Yin is unchanging and com-
plements yang, the envisioned future. The envi-
sioned future is what we aspire to become, to
achieve, to create – something that will require sig-
nificant change and progress to attain.

Core Ideology
Core ideology defines the enduring character of

an organization – a consistent identity that tran-
scends product or market life cycles, technological
breakthroughs, management fads, and individual
leaders. In fact, the most lasting and significant
contribution of those who build visionary com-
panies is the core ideology. As Bill Hewlett said
about his longtime friend and busi-
ness partner David Packard upon
Packard’s death not long ago, “As far
as the company is concerned, the
greatest thing he left behind him was
a code of ethics known as the HP
Way.” HP‘s core ideology, which has
guided the company since its incep-
tion more than 50 years ago, includes
a deep respect for the individual, a dedication to af-
fordable quality and reliability, a commitment to
community responsibility (Packard himself be-
queathed his $4.3 billion of Hewlett-Packard stock
to a charitable foundation), and a view that the

company exists to make technical contributions for
the advancement and welfare of humanity. Compa-
ny builders such as David Packard, Masaru Ibuka of
Sony, George Merck of Merck, William McKnight
of 3M, and Paul Galvin of Motorola understood that
it is more important to know who you are than
where you are going, for where you are going will
change as the world around you changes. Leaders
die, products become obsolete, markets change,
new technologies emerge, and management fads
come and go, but core ideology in a great company
endures as a source of guidance and inspiration. 

Core ideology provides the glue that holds an
organization together as it grows, decentralizes, di-
versifies, expands globally, and develops workplace
diversity. Think of it as analogous to the principles
of Judaism that held the Jewish people together for
centuries without a homeland, even as they spread
throughout the Diaspora. Or think of the truths
held to be self-evident in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, or the enduring ideals and principles of
the scientific community that bond scientists from
every nationality together in the common purpose
of advancing human knowledge. Any effective vi-
sion must embody the core ideology of the organi-
zation, which in turn consists of two distinct parts:
core values, a system of guiding principles and
tenets; and core purpose, the organization’s most
fundamental reason for existence.

Core Values. Core values are the essential and en-
during tenets of an organization. A small set of
timeless guiding principles, core values require no
external justification; they have intrinsic value and
importance to those inside the organization. The
Walt Disney Company’s core values of imagination
and wholesomeness stem not from market require-
ments but from the founder’s inner belief that
imagination and wholesomeness should be nur-
tured for their own sake. William Procter and James
Gamble didn’t instill in P&G’s culture a focus on
product excellence merely as a strategy for success

but as an almost religious tenet. And that value has
been passed down for more than 15 decades by P&G
people. Service to the customer – even to the point
of subservience – is a way of life at Nordstrom that
traces its roots back to 1901, eight decades before
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Core ideology provides the glue
that holds an organization

together through time.

BillTB
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customer service programs became stylish. For Bill
Hewlett and David Packard, respect for the individ-
ual was first and foremost a deep personal value;
they didn’t get it from a book or hear it from a man-
agement guru. And Ralph S. Larsen, CEO of John-
son & Johnson, puts it this way: “The core values
embodied in our credo might be a competitive 
advantage, but that is not why we have them. We
have them because they define for us what we stand
for, and we would hold them even if they became 
a competitive disadvantage in certain situations.”

The point is that a great company decides for 
itself what values it holds to be core, largely inde-
pendent of the current environment, competitive
requirements, or management fads. Clearly, then,
there is no universally right set of core values. 
A company need not have as its core value cus-
tomer service (Sony doesn’t) or respect for the indi-
vidual (Disney doesn’t) or quality (Wal-Mart Stores
doesn’t) or market focus (HP doesn’t) or teamwork
(Nordstrom doesn’t). A company might have oper-
ating practices and business strategies around those
qualities without having them at the essence of its
being. Furthermore, great companies need not have
likable or humanistic core values, although many
do. The key is not what core values an organization
has but that it has core values at all.

Companies tend to have only a few core values,
usually between three and five. In fact, we found
that none of the visionary companies we studied in
our book had more than five: most had only three or
four. (See the insert “Core Values Are a Company’s
Essential Tenets.”) And, indeed, we should expect
that. Only a few values can be truly core–that is, so

fundamental and deeply held that they will change
seldom, if ever.

To identify the core values of your own organiza-
tion, push with relentless honesty to define what
values are truly central. If you articulate more than
five or six, chances are that you are confusing core
values (which do not change) with operating prac-
tices, business strategies, or cultural norms (which
should be open to change). Remember, the values
must stand the test of time. After you’ve drafted a
preliminary list of the core values, ask about each
one, If the circumstances changed and penalized us
for holding this core value, would we still keep it? If
you can’t honestly answer yes, then the value is not
core and should be dropped from consideration. 

A high-technology company wondered whether
it should put quality on its list of core values. The
CEO asked, “Suppose in ten years quality doesn’t
make a hoot of difference in our markets. Suppose
the only thing that matters is sheer speed and
horsepower but not quality. Would we still want to
put quality on our list of core values?” The mem-
bers of the management team looked around at one
another and finally said no. Quality stayed in the
strategy of the company, and quality-improvement
programs remained in place as a mechanism for
stimulating progress; but quality did not make the
list of core values. 

The same group of executives then wrestled with
leading-edge innovation as a core value. The CEO
asked, “Would we keep innovation on the list as 
a core value, no matter how the world around us
changed?” This time, the management team gave 
a resounding yes. The managers’ outlook might be
summarized as, “We always want to do leading-
edge innovation. That’s who we are. It’s really im-
portant to us and always will be. No matter what.
And if our current markets don’t value it, we will
find markets that do.” Leading-edge innovation
went on the list and will stay there. A company
should not change its core values in response to
market changes; rather, it should change markets,
if necessary, to remain true to its core values.

Who should be involved in articulating the core
values varies with the size, age, and geographic dis-
persion of the company, but in many situations we
have recommended what we call a Mars Group. It
works like this: Imagine that you’ve been asked to
re-create the very best attributes of your organiza-
tion on another planet but you have seats on the
rocket ship for only five to seven people. Whom
should you send? Most likely, you’ll choose the
people who have a gut-level understanding of your
core values, the highest level of credibility with
their peers, and the highest levels of competence.
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We’ll often ask people brought together to work on
core values to nominate a Mars Group of five to 
seven individuals (not necessarily all from the as-
sembled group). Invariably, they end up selecting
highly credible representatives who do a super job
of articulating the core values precisely because
they are exemplars of those values–a representative
slice of the company’s genetic code. 

Even global organizations composed of people
from widely diverse cultures can identify a set of
shared core values. The secret is to work from the
individual to the organization. People involved in
articulating the core values need to answer several
questions: What core values do you personally
bring to your work? (These should be so fundamen-
tal that you would hold them regardless of whether
or not they were rewarded.) What would you tell
your children are the core values that you hold at
work and that you hope they will hold when they
become working adults? If you awoke tomorrow
morning with enough money to retire for the rest of
your life, would you continue to live those core val-
ues? Can you envision them being as valid for you
100 years from now as they are today? Would you
want to hold those core values, even if at some
point one or more of them became a competitive
disadvantage? If you were to start a new organiza-
tion tomorrow in a different line of work, what core
values would you build into the new organization
regardless of its industry? The last three questions
are particularly important because they make the
crucial distinction between enduring core values
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that should not change and practices and strategies
that should be changing all the time. 

Core Purpose. Core purpose, the second part of
core ideology, is the organization’s reason for being.
An effective purpose reflects people’s idealistic mo-
tivations for doing the company’s work. It doesn’t
just describe the organization’s output or target
customers; it captures the soul of the organization.
(See the insert “Core Purpose Is a Company’s Rea-
son for Being.”) Purpose, as illustrated by a speech
David Packard gave to HP employees in 1960, gets
at the deeper reasons for an organization’s existence
beyond just making money. Packard said,

I want to discuss why a company exists in the first place.
In other words, why are we here? I think many people
assume, wrongly, that a company exists simply to make
money. While this is an important result of a company’s
existence, we have to go deeper and find the real reasons
for our being. As we investigate this, we inevitably come
to the conclusion that a group of people get together and
exist as an institution that we call a company so they are
able to accomplish something collectively that they
could not accomplish separately – they make a contribu-
tion to society, a phrase which sounds trite but is funda-
mental.… You can look around [in the general business
world and] see people who are interested in money and
nothing else, but the underlying drives come largely from
a desire to do something else: to make a product, to give 
a service – generally to do something which is of value.1

Purpose (which should last at least 100 years)
should not be confused with specific goals or busi-

Core Values Are a Company’s Essential Tenets

Encouraging individual initiative
Opportunity based on merit; no one is entitled 
to anything
Hard work and continuous self-improvement

Sony
Elevation of the Japanese culture and 
national status
Being a pioneer – not following others; doing 
the impossible
Encouraging individual ability and creativity

Walt Disney
No cynicism
Nurturing and promulgation of “wholesome 
American values”
Creativity, dreams, and imagination
Fanatical attention to consistency and detail
Preservation and control of the Disney magic

Merck
Corporate social responsibility
Unequivocal excellence in all aspects of 
the company
Science-based innovation
Honesty and integrity
Profit, but profit from work that benefits 
humanity

Nordstrom
Service to the customer above all else
Hard work and individual productivity
Never being satisfied
Excellence in reputation; being part of 
something special

Philip Morris
The right to freedom of choice
Winning – beating others in a good fight

BillTB
Highlight



ness strategies (which should change many times
in 100 years). Whereas you might achieve a goal or
complete a strategy, you cannot fulfill a purpose; it
is like a guiding star on the horizon – forever pur-
sued but never reached. Yet although purpose itself
does not change, it does inspire change. The very
fact that purpose can never be fully realized means
that an organization can never stop stimulating
change and progress. 

In identifying purpose, some companies make
the mistake of simply describing their current prod-
uct lines or customer segments. We
do not consider the following state-
ment to reflect an effective purpose:
“We exist to fulfill our government
charter and participate in the sec-
ondary mortgage market by pack-
aging mortgages into investment 
securities.” The statement is merely
descriptive. A far more effective
statement of purpose would be that
expressed by the executives of the
Federal National Mortgage Association, Fannie
Mae: “To strengthen the social fabric by continual-
ly democratizing home ownership.” The secondary
mortgage market as we know it might not even ex-
ist in 100 years, but strengthening the social fabric
by continually democratizing home ownership can
be an enduring purpose, no matter how much the
world changes. Guided and inspired by this pur-
pose, Fannie Mae launched in the early 1990s a se-
ries of bold initiatives, including a program to de-

velop new systems for reducing mortgage under-
writing costs by 40% in five years; programs to
eliminate discrimination in the lending process
(backed by $5 billion in underwriting experiments);
and an audacious goal to provide, by the year 2000,
$1 trillion targeted at 10 million families that had
traditionally been shut out of home ownership –
minorities, immigrants, and low-income groups. 

Similarly, 3M defines its purpose not in terms of
adhesives and abrasives but as the perpetual quest
to solve unsolved problems innovatively–a purpose

that is always leading 3M into new fields. McKin-
sey & Company’s purpose is not to do management
consulting but to help corporations and govern-
ments be more successful: in 100 years, it might
involve methods other than consulting. Hewlett-
Packard doesn’t exist to make electronic test and
measurement equipment but to make technical
contributions that improve people’s lives – a pur-
pose that has led the company far afield from its
origins in electronic instruments. Imagine if Walt
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Core ideology consists of core
values and core purpose. 

Core purpose is a raison d’être,
not a goal or business strategy.

Core Purpose Is a Company’s Reason for Being

3M: To solve unsolved problems innovatively

Cargill: To improve the standard of living around 
the world

Fannie Mae: To strengthen the social fabric by 
continually democratizing home ownership

Hewlett-Packard: To make technical contributions 
for the advancement and welfare of humanity

Lost Arrow Corporation: To be a role model and a 
tool for social change

Pacific Theatres: To provide a place for people to 
flourish and to enhance the community

Mary Kay Cosmetics: To give unlimited opportunity 
to women

McKinsey & Company: To help leading corporations 
and governments be more successful

Merck: To preserve and improve human life

Nike: To experience the emotion of competition, 
winning, and crushing competitors

Sony: To experience the joy of advancing and applying 
technology for the benefit of the public

Telecare Corporation: To help people with mental 
impairments realize their full potential

Wal-Mart: To give ordinary folk the chance to buy the 
same things as rich people

Walt Disney: To make people happy



Disney had conceived of his company’s purpose as
to make cartoons, rather than to make people
happy; we probably wouldn’t have Mickey Mouse,
Disneyland, EPCOT Center, or the Anaheim Mighty
Ducks Hockey Team. 

One powerful method for getting at purpose is
the five whys. Start with the descriptive statement
We make X products or We deliver X services, and
then ask, Why is that important? five times. After 
a few whys, you’ll find that you’re
getting down to the fundamental
purpose of the organization. 

We used this method to deepen
and enrich a discussion about pur-
pose when we worked with a certain
market-research company. The exec-
utive team first met for several hours
and generated the following state-
ment of purpose for their organiza-
tion: To provide the best market-
research data available. We then asked the follow-
ing question: Why is it important to provide the
best market-research data available? After some
discussion, the executives answered in a way that
reflected a deeper sense of their organization’s pur-
pose: To provide the best market-research data
available so that our customers will understand
their markets better than they could otherwise. 
A further discussion let team members realize that
their sense of self-worth came not just from helping
customers understand their markets better but also
from making a contribution to their customers’
success. This introspection eventually led the com-
pany to identify its purpose as: To contribute to our
customers’ success by helping them understand
their markets. With this purpose in mind, the com-
pany now frames its product decisions not with the
question Will it sell? but with the question Will it
make a contribution to our customers’ success? 

The five whys can help companies in any indus-
try frame their work in a more meaningful way. An
asphalt and gravel company might begin by saying,
We make gravel and asphalt products. After a few
whys, it could conclude that making asphalt and
gravel is important because the quality of the infra-
structure plays a vital role in people’s safety and ex-
perience; because driving on a pitted road is annoy-
ing and dangerous; because 747s cannot land safely
on runways built with poor workmanship or inferi-
or concrete; because buildings with substandard
materials weaken with time and crumble in earth-
quakes. From such introspection may emerge this
purpose: To make people’s lives better by improv-
ing the quality of man-made structures. With a
sense of purpose very much along those lines, Gran-

ite Rock Company of Watsonville, California, won
the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award–not
an easy feat for a small rock quarry and asphalt
company. And Granite Rock has gone on to be one
of the most progressive and exciting companies
we’ve encountered in any industry.

Notice that none of the core purposes fall into 
the category “maximize shareholder wealth.” A pri-
mary role of core purpose is to guide and inspire.

Maximizing shareholder wealth does not inspire peo-
ple at all levels of an organization, and it provides
precious little guidance. Maximizing shareholder
wealth is the standard off-the-shelf purpose for
those organizations that have not yet identified
their true core purpose. It is a substitute – and a
weak one at that.

When people in great organizations talk about
their achievements, they say very little about earn-
ings per share. Motorola people talk about impres-
sive quality improvements and the effect of the
products they create on the world. Hewlett-Packard
people talk about their technical contributions to
the marketplace. Nordstrom people talk about
heroic customer service and remarkable individual
performance by star salespeople. When a Boeing en-
gineer talks about launching an exciting and revo-
lutionary new aircraft, she does not say, “I put my
heart and soul into this project because it would
add 37 cents to our earnings per share.” 

One way to get at the purpose that lies beyond
merely maximizing shareholder wealth is to play
the “Random Corporate Serial Killer” game. It
works like this: Suppose you could sell the com-
pany to someone who would pay a price that every-
one inside and outside the company agrees is more
than fair (even with a very generous set of assump-
tions about the expected future cash flows of the
company). Suppose further that this buyer would
guarantee stable employment for all employees at
the same pay scale after the purchase but with no
guarantee that those jobs would be in the same in-
dustry. Finally, suppose the buyer plans to kill the
company after the purchase – its products or ser-
vices would be discontinued, its operations would
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Listen to people in truly great
companies talk about their

achievements–you will hear
little about earnings per share.



be shut down, its brand names would be shelved
forever, and so on. The company would utterly and
completely cease to exist. Would you accept the 
offer? Why or why not? What would be lost if the
company ceased to exist? Why is it important that
the company continue to exist? We’ve found this
exercise to be very powerful for helping hard-nosed,
financially focused executives reflect on their orga-
nization’s deeper reasons for being.

Another approach is to ask each member of the
Mars Group, How could we frame the purpose of
this organization so that if you woke up tomorrow
morning with enough money in the bank to retire,
you would nevertheless keep working here? What
deeper sense of purpose would motivate you to con-
tinue to dedicate your precious creative energies to
this company’s efforts? 

As they move into the twenty-first century, com-
panies will need to draw on the full creative energy
and talent of their people. But why should people
give full measure? As Peter Drucker has pointed
out, the best and most dedicated people are ulti-
mately volunteers, for they have the opportunity to
do something else with their lives. Confronted
with an increasingly mobile society, cynicism
about corporate life, and an expanding entrepre-
neurial segment of the economy, companies more
than ever need to have a clear understanding of
their purpose in order to make work meaningful
and thereby attract, motivate, and retain outstand-
ing people. 

Discovering Core Ideology
You do not create or set core ideology. You dis-

cover core ideology. You do not deduce it by looking
at the external environment. You understand it by
looking inside. Ideology has to be authentic. You
cannot fake it. Discovering core ideology is not an
intellectual exercise. Do not ask, What core values

should we hold? Ask instead, What core values do
we truly and passionately hold? You should not
confuse values that you think the organization
ought to have – but does not – with authentic core
values. To do so would create cynicism throughout
the organization. (“Who’re they trying to kid? We

all know that isn’t a core value around here!”) Aspi-
rations are more appropriate as part of your envi-
sioned future or as part of your strategy, not as part
of the core ideology. However, authentic core val-
ues that have weakened over time can be consid-
ered a legitimate part of the core ideology – as long
as you acknowledge to the organization that you
must work hard to revive them. 

Also be clear that the role of core ideology is to
guide and inspire, not to differentiate. Two compa-
nies can have the same core values or purpose.
Many companies could have the purpose to make
technical contributions, but few live it as passion-
ately as Hewlett-Packard. Many companies could
have the purpose to preserve and improve human
life, but few hold it as deeply as Merck. Many com-
panies could have the core value of heroic customer
service, but few create as intense a culture around
that value as Nordstrom. Many companies could
have the core value of innovation, but few create
the powerful alignment mechanisms that stimu-
late the innovation we see at 3M. The authenticity,
the discipline, and the consistency with which the
ideology is lived – not the content of the ideology –
differentiate visionary companies from the rest of
the pack.

Core ideology needs to be meaningful and inspi-
rational only to people inside the organization; it
need not be exciting to outsiders. Why not? Because
it is the people inside the organization who need to
commit to the organizational ideology over the
long term. Core ideology can also play a role in de-
termining who is inside and who is not. A clear and
well-articulated ideology attracts to the company
people whose personal values are compatible with
the company’s core values; conversely, it repels
those whose personal values are incompatible. You
cannot impose new core values or purpose on peo-
ple. Nor are core values and purpose things people
can buy into. Executives often ask, How do we get

people to share our core ideology?
You don’t. You can’t. Instead, find
people who are predisposed to share
your core values and purpose; attract
and retain those people; and let those
who do not share your core values go
elsewhere. Indeed, the very process
of articulating core ideology may
cause some people to leave when

they realize that they are not personally compatible
with the organization’s core. Welcome that out-
come. It is certainly desirable to retain within the
core ideology a diversity of people and viewpoints.
People who share the same core values and purpose
do not necessarily all think or look the same. 
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Don’t confuse core ideology itself with core-
ideology statements. A company can have a very
strong core ideology without a formal statement.
For example, Nike has not (to our knowledge) for-
mally articulated a statement of its core purpose.
Yet, according to our observations, Nike has a pow-
erful core purpose that permeates the entire organi-
zation: to experience the emotion of competition,
winning, and crushing competitors. Nike has a
campus that seems more like a shrine to the com-
petitive spirit than a corporate office complex. 
Giant photos of Nike heroes cover the walls, bronze
plaques of Nike athletes hang along the Nike Walk
of Fame, statues of Nike athletes stand alongside
the running track that rings the campus, and build-
ings honor champions such as Olympic marathoner
Joan Benoit, basketball superstar Michael Jordan,
and tennis pro John McEnroe. Nike people who do
not feel stimulated by the competitive spirit and
the urge to be ferocious simply do not last long in
the culture. Even the company’s name reflects a
sense of competition: Nike is the Greek goddess of
victory. Thus, although Nike has not formally ar-
ticulated its purpose, it clearly has a strong one.

Identifying core values and purpose is therefore
not an exercise in wordsmithery. Indeed, an organi-
zation will generate a variety of statements over
time to describe the core ideology. In Hewlett-
Packard‘s archives, we found more than half a
dozen distinct versions of the HP Way, drafted by
David Packard between 1956 and 1972. All versions
stated the same principles, but the words used var-
ied depending on the era and the circumstances.
Similarly, Sony’s core ideology has been stated
many different ways over the company’s history. 
At its founding, Masaru Ibuka described two key 
elements of Sony’s ideology: “We shall welcome
technical difficulties and focus on highly sophisti-
cated technical products that have great usefulness
for society regardless of the quantity involved; we
shall place our main emphasis on ability, perfor-
mance, and personal character so that each individ-
ual can show the best in ability and skill.”2 Four
decades later, this same concept appeared in a state-
ment of core ideology called Sony Pioneer Spirit:
“Sony is a pioneer and never intends to follow oth-
ers. Through progress, Sony wants to serve the
whole world. It shall be always a seeker of the un-
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Big, Hairy, Audacious Goals Aid Long-Term Vision

Target BHAGs can be quantitative or qualitative

Become a $125 billion company by the year 2000 
(Wal-Mart, 1990)
Democratize the automobile (Ford Motor 
Company, early 1900s)
Become the company most known for changing 
the worldwide poor-quality image of Japanese 
products (Sony, early 1950s)
Become the most powerful, the most serviceable, 
the most far-reaching world financial institution 
that has ever been (City Bank, predecessor to 
Citicorp, 1915)
Become the dominant player in commercial 
aircraft and bring the world into the jet age 
(Boeing, 1950)

Common-enemy BHAGs involve 
David-versus-Goliath thinking

Knock off RJR as the number one tobacco 
company in the world (Philip Morris, 1950s)
Crush Adidas (Nike, 1960s)
Yamaha wo tsubusu! We will destroy Yamaha! 
(Honda, 1970s)

Role-model BHAGs suit up-and-coming
organizations

Become the Nike of the cycling industry 
(Giro Sport Design, 1986)
Become as respected in 20 years as 
Hewlett-Packard is today (Watkins-Johnson, 1996)
Become the Harvard of the West 
(Stanford University, 1940s)

Internal-transformation BHAGs suit large,
established organizations

Become number one or number two in every 
market we serve and revolutionize this company 
to have the strengths of a big company combined 
with the leanness and agility of a small company 
(General Electric Company, 1980s)
Transform this company from a defense contractor 
into the best diversified high-technology company 
in the world (Rockwell, 1995)
Transform this division from a poorly respected 
internal products supplier to one of the most 
respected, exciting, and sought-after divisions in 
the company (Components Support Division of a 
computer products company, 1989)



known.… Sony has a principle of respecting and en-
couraging one’s ability…and always tries to bring
out the best in a person. This is the vital force of
Sony.”3 Same core values, different words.

You should therefore focus on getting the content
right – on capturing the essence of the core values
and purpose. The point is not to create a perfect
statement but to gain a deep under-
standing of your organization’s core
values and purpose, which can then
be expressed in a multitude of ways.
In fact, we often suggest that once
the core has been identified, man-
agers should generate their own
statements of the core values and
purpose to share with their groups.

Finally, don’t confuse core ideology with the con-
cept of core competence. Core competence is a stra-
tegic concept that defines your organization’s capa-
bilities–what you are particularly good at–whereas
core ideology captures what you stand for and 
why you exist. Core competencies should be well
aligned with a company’s core ideology and are of-
ten rooted in it; but they are not the same thing. For
example, Sony has a core competence of miniatur-
ization – a strength that can be strategically applied
to a wide array of products and markets. But it does
not have a core ideology of miniaturization. Sony
might not even have miniaturization as part of its
strategy in 100 years, but to remain a great compa-
ny, it will still have the same core values described
in the Sony Pioneer Spirit and the same fundamen-
tal reason for being–namely, to advance technology
for the benefit of the general public. In a visionary
company like Sony, core competencies change over
the decades, whereas core ideology does not. 

Once you are clear about the core ideology, you
should feel free to change absolutely anything that
is not part of it. From then on, whenever someone
says something should not change because “it’s
part of our culture” or “we’ve always done it that
way” or any such excuse, mention this simple rule:
If it’s not core, it’s up for change. The strong version
of the rule is, If it’s not core, change it! Articulating
core ideology is just a starting point, however. You
also must determine what type of progress you
want to stimulate. 

Envisioned Future
The second primary component of the vision

framework is envisioned future. It consists of two
parts: a 10-to-30-year audacious goal plus vivid de-
scriptions of what it will be like to achieve the goal.
We recognize that the phrase envisioned future is

somewhat paradoxical. On the one hand, it conveys
concreteness – something visible, vivid, and real.
On the other hand, it involves a time yet unreal-
ized–with its dreams, hopes, and aspirations. 

Vision-level BHAG. We found in our research
that visionary companies often use bold missions –
or what we prefer to call BHAGs (pronounced 

BEE-hags and shorthand for Big, Hairy, Audacious
Goals)–as a powerful way to stimulate progress. All
companies have goals. But there is a difference be-
tween merely having a goal and becoming commit-
ted to a huge, daunting challenge–such as climbing
Mount Everest. A true BHAG is clear and com-
pelling, serves as a unifying focal point of effort,
and acts as a catalyst for team spirit. It has a clear
finish line, so the organization can know when it
has achieved the goal; people like to shoot for finish
lines. A BHAG engages people – it reaches out and
grabs them. It is tangible, energizing, highly fo-
cused. People get it right away; it takes little or no
explanation. For example, NASA’s 1960s moon
mission didn’t need a committee of wordsmiths to
spend endless hours turning the goal into a verbose,
impossible-to-remember mission statement. The
goal itself was so easy to grasp–so compelling in its
own right – that it could be said 100 different ways
yet be easily understood by everyone. Most corpo-
rate statements we’ve seen do little to spur forward
movement because they do not contain the power-
ful mechanism of a BHAG. 

Although organizations may have many BHAGs
at different levels operating at the same time, vi-
sion requires a special type of BHAG–a vision-level
BHAG that applies to the entire organization and
requires 10 to 30 years of effort to complete. Setting
the BHAG that far into the future requires thinking
beyond the current capabilities of the organization
and the current environment. Indeed, inventing
such a goal forces an executive team to be vision-
ary, rather than just strategic or tactical. A BHAG
should not be a sure bet – it will have perhaps only 
a 50% to 70% probability of success – but the orga-
nization must believe that it can reach the goal any-
way. A BHAG should require extraordinary effort
and perhaps a little luck. We have helped compa-
nies create a vision-level BHAG by advising them
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to think in terms of four broad categories: target
BHAGs, common-enemy BHAGs, role-model
BHAGs, and internal-transformation BHAGs. (See
the insert “Big, Hairy, Audacious Goals Aid Long-
Term Vision.”)

Vivid Description. In addition to vision-level
BHAGs, an envisioned future needs what we call
vivid description – that is, a vibrant, engaging, 
and specific description of what it will be like to
achieve the BHAG. Think of it as translating the vi-
sion from words into pictures, of creating an image
that people can carry around in their heads. It is a
question of painting a picture with your words. Pic-
ture painting is essential for making the 10-to-30-
year BHAG tangible in people’s minds. 

For example, Henry Ford brought to life the goal
of democratizing the automobile with this vivid de-
scription: “I will build a motor car for the great
multitude.… It will be so low in price that no man
making a good salary will be unable to own one 
and enjoy with his family the blessing of hours of
pleasure in God’s great open spaces.… When I’m
through, everybody will be able to afford one, and
everyone will have one. The horse will have disap-
peared from our highways, the automobile will be
taken for granted…[and we will] give a large num-
ber of men employment at good wages.” 

The components-support division of a computer-
products company had a general manager who was
able to describe vividly the goal of becoming one of

the most sought-after divisions in the company:
“We will be respected and admired by our peers.…
Our solutions will be actively sought by the end-
product divisions, who will achieve significant
product ‘hits’ in the marketplace largely because of
our technical contribution.… We will have pride in
ourselves.… The best up-and-coming people in the
company will seek to work in our division.… Peo-
ple will give unsolicited feedback that they love
what they are doing.… [Our own] people will walk
on the balls of their feet.… [They] will willingly
work hard because they want to.… Both employees
and customers will feel that our division has con-
tributed to their life in a positive way.”

In the 1930s, Merck had the BHAG to transform
itself from a chemical manufacturer into one of the
preeminent drug-making companies in the world,
with a research capability to rival any major univer-
sity. In describing this envisioned future, George
Merck said at the opening of Merck’s research facil-
ity in 1933, “We believe that research work carried
on with patience and persistence will bring to in-
dustry and commerce new life; and we have faith
that in this new laboratory, with the tools we have
supplied, science will be advanced, knowledge in-
creased, and human life win ever a greater freedom
from suffering and disease.… We pledge our every
aid that this enterprise shall merit the faith we have
in it. Let your light so shine – that those who seek
the Truth, that those who toil that this world may
be a better place to live in, that those who hold aloft
that torch of science and knowledge through these
social and economic dark ages, shall take new cour-
age and feel their hands supported.”

Passion, emotion, and conviction are essential
parts of the vivid description. Some managers are
uncomfortable expressing emotion about their
dreams, but that’s what motivates others. Churchill
understood that when he described the BHAG fac-
ing Great Britain in 1940. He did not just say, “Beat
Hitler.” He said, “Hitler knows he will have to
break us on this island or lose the war. If we can
stand up to him, all Europe may be free, and the life
of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit

uplands. But if we fail, the whole
world, including the United States,
including all we have known and
cared for, will sink into the abyss of 
a new Dark Age, made more sinister
and perhaps more protracted by the
lights of perverted science. Let us
therefore brace ourselves to our
duties and so bear ourselves that if
the British Empire and its Common-
wealth last for a thousand years, men

will still say, ‘This was their finest hour.’” 
A Few Key Points. Don’t confuse core ideology

and envisioned future. In particular, don’t confuse
core purpose and BHAGs. Managers often exchange
one for the other, mixing the two together or failing
to articulate both as distinct items. Core purpose –
not some specific goal – is the reason why the orga-
nization exists. A BHAG is a clearly articulated
goal. Core purpose can never be completed, where-
as the BHAG is reachable in 10 to 30 years. Think 
of the core purpose as the star on the horizon to 
be chased forever; the BHAG is the mountain to be
climbed. Once you have reached its summit, you
move on to other mountains.
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vivid description of what it will
be like to achieve your goal.
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Identifying core ideology is a discovery process,
but setting the envisioned future is a creative
process. We find that executives often have a great
deal of difficulty coming up with an exciting
BHAG. They want to analyze their way into the fu-
ture. We have found, therefore, that some execu-
tives make more progress by starting first with the
vivid description and backing from there into the

BHAG. This approach involves starting with ques-
tions such as, We’re sitting here in 20 years; what
would we love to see? What should this company
look like? What should it feel like to employees?
What should it have achieved? If someone writes an
article for a major business magazine about this
company in 20 years, what will it say? One biotech-
nology company we worked with had trouble envi-
sioning its future. Said one member of the execu-
tive team, “Every time we come up with something
for the entire company, it is just too generic to be
exciting – something banal like ‘advance biotech-
nology worldwide.’” Asked to paint a picture of the
company in 20 years, the executives mentioned
such things as “on the cover of Business Week as a
model success story…the Fortune most admired
top-ten list…the best science and business gradu-
ates want to work here…people on airplanes rave
about one of our products to seatmates…20 consec-
utive years of profitable growth…an entrepreneuri-
al culture that has spawned half a dozen new divi-
sions from within…management gurus use us as an
example of excellent management and progressive
thinking,” and so on. From this, they were able to
set the goal of becoming as well respected as Merck
or as Johnson & Johnson in biotechnology.

It makes no sense to analyze whether an envi-
sioned future is the right one. With a creation – and
the task is creation of a future, not prediction–there
can be no right answer. Did Beethoven create the
right Ninth Symphony? Did Shakespeare create the
right Hamlet? We can’t answer these questions;
they’re nonsense. The envisioned future involves
such essential questions as Does it get our juices
flowing? Do we find it stimulating? Does it spur
forward momentum? Does it get people going? The

envisioned future should be so exciting in its own
right that it would continue to keep the organiza-
tion motivated even if the leaders who set the goal
disappeared. City Bank, the predecessor of Citicorp,
had the BHAG “to become the most powerful, the
most serviceable, the most far-reaching world fi-
nancial institution that has ever been” – a goal that
generated excitement through multiple genera-

tions until it was achieved. Similar-
ly, the NASA moon mission contin-
ued to galvanize people even though
President John F. Kennedy (the leader
associated with setting the goal) died
years before its completion.

To create an effective envisioned
future requires a certain level of un-
reasonable confidence and commit-
ment. Keep in mind that a BHAG is
not just a goal; it is a Big, Hairy, Au-

dacious Goal. It’s not reasonable for a small region-
al bank to set the goal of becoming “the most pow-
erful, the most serviceable, the most far-reaching
world financial institution that has ever been,” as
City Bank did in 1915. It’s not a tepid claim that
“we will democratize the automobile,” as Henry
Ford said. It was almost laughable for Philip
Morris – as the sixth-place player with 9% market
share in the 1950s – to take on the goal of defeating
Goliath RJ Reynolds Tobacco Company and becom-
ing number one. It was hardly modest for Sony, as
a small, cash-strapped venture, to proclaim the goal
of changing the poor-quality image of Japanese
products around the world. (See the insert “Putting
It All Together: Sony in the 1950s.”) Of course, it’s
not only the audacity of the goal but also the level
of commitment to the goal that counts. Boeing 
didn’t just envision a future dominated by its com-
mercial jets; it bet the company on the 707 and, later,
on the 747. Nike’s people didn’t just talk about 
the idea of crushing Adidas; they went on a crusade
to fulfill the dream. Indeed, the envisioned future
should produce a bit of the “gulp factor”: when it
dawns on people what it will take to achieve the
goal, there should be an almost audible gulp.

But what about failure to realize the envisioned
future? In our research, we found that the visionary
companies displayed a remarkable ability to achieve
even their most audacious goals. Ford did democ-
ratize the automobile; Citicorp did become the
most far-reaching bank in the world; Philip Morris
did rise from sixth to first and beat RJ Reynolds
worldwide; Boeing did become the dominant com-
mercial aircraft company; and it looks like Wal-
Mart will achieve its $125 billion goal, even with-
out Sam Walton. In contrast, the comparison com-
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panies in our research frequently did not achieve
their BHAGs, if they set them at all. The differ-
ence does not lie in setting easier goals: the vision-
ary companies tended to have even more audacious
ambitions. The difference does not lie in charis-
matic, visionary leadership: the visionary com-
panies often achieved their BHAGs without such
larger-than-life leaders at the helm. Nor does the
difference lie in better strategy: the visionary com-
panies often realized their goals more by an or-
ganic process of “let’s try a lot of stuff and keep
what works” than by well-laid strategic plans.
Rather, their success lies in building the strength of
their organization as their primary way of creating
the future.

Why did Merck become the preeminent drug-
maker in the world? Because Merck’s architects
built the best pharmaceutical re-
search and development organiza-
tion in the world. Why did Boeing
become the dominant commercial
aircraft company in the world? Be-
cause of its superb engineering and
marketing organization, which had
the ability to make projects like the
747 a reality. When asked to name
the most important decisions that
have contributed to the growth and
success of Hewlett-Packard, David Packard an-
swered entirely in terms of decisions to build the
strength of the organization and its people. 

Finally, in thinking about the envisioned future,
beware of the We’ve Arrived Syndrome – a compla-
cent lethargy that arises once an organization has

achieved one BHAG and fails to replace it with an-
other. NASA suffered from that syndrome after the
successful moon landings. After you’ve landed on
the moon, what do you do for an encore? Ford suf-
fered from the syndrome when, after it succeeded in
democratizing the automobile, it failed to set a new
goal of equal significance and gave General Motors
the opportunity to jump ahead in the 1930s. Apple
Computer suffered from the syndrome after achiev-
ing the goal of creating a computer that nontechies
could use. Start-up companies frequently suffer
from the We’ve Arrived Syndrome after going pub-
lic or after reaching a stage in which survival no
longer seems in question. An envisioned future
helps an organization only as long as it hasn’t yet
been achieved. In our work with companies, we fre-
quently hear executives say, “It’s just not as excit-

ing around here as it used to be; we seem to have
lost our momentum.” Usually, that kind of remark
signals that the organization has climbed one
mountain and not yet picked a new one to climb. 

Many executives thrash about with mission
statements and vision statements. Unfortunately,
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The basic dynamic of visionary
companies is to preserve the

core and stimulate progress. It is
vision that provides the context.

Putting It All Together: Sony in the 1950s

Envisioned Future

BHAG
Become the company most known for changing the
worldwide poor-quality image of Japanese products

Vivid Description
We will create products that become pervasive 
around the world.… We will be the first Japanese
company to go into the U.S. market and distribute
directly.… We will succeed with innovations that
U.S. companies have failed at – such as the transistor
radio.… Fifty years from now, our brand name will be
as well known as any in the world…and will signify
innovation and quality that rival the most innovative
companies anywhere.… “Made in Japan” will mean
something fine, not something shoddy.

Core Ideology

Core Values
Elevation of the Japanese culture and 
national status
Being a pioneer – not following others; doing 
the impossible
Encouraging individual ability and creativity

Purpose
To experience the sheer joy of innovation and the
application of technology for the benefit and pleasure
of the general public



most of those statements turn out to be a muddled
stew of values, goals, purposes, philosophies, be-
liefs, aspirations, norms, strategies, practices, and
descriptions. They are usually a boring, confusing,
structurally unsound stream of words that evoke
the response “True, but who cares?” Even more
problematic, seldom do these statements have a 
direct link to the fundamental dynamic of vision-
ary companies: preserve the core and stimulate
progress. That dynamic, not vision or mission
statements, is the primary engine of enduring com-
panies. Vision simply provides the context for
bringing this dynamic to life. Building a visionary
company requires 1% vision and 99% alignment.
When you have superb alignment, a visitor could

drop in from outer space and infer your vision from
the operations and activities of the company with-
out ever reading it on paper or meeting a single se-
nior executive.

Creating alignment may be your most important
work. But the first step will always be to recast your
vision or mission into an effective context for
building a visionary company. If you do it right, you
shouldn’t have to do it again for at least a decade.

1. David Packard, speech given to Hewlett-Packard’s training group on
March 8, 1960; courtesy of Hewlett-Packard Archives.

2. See Nick Lyons, The Sony Vision (New York: Crown Publishers, 1976).
We also used a translation by our Japanese student Tsuneto Ikeda.

3. Akio Morita, Made in Japan (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1986), p. 147.
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