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During our year of transition to Atlanta, my family visited a lot of churches. This was a uniquely 
instructive experience for me given my previous role as a parish pastor and my current role working 
with pastors all over the country. It’s afforded me a new appreciation for what visitors experience (or 
don't experience) when they come into a church for the first time. It’s also been a very humbling 
experience, as I’ve found myself placing a high value on aspects of congregational life that in my 
previous role as a parish pastor I thought were trivial and unimportant. Below is a list of my 
observations from being a church visitor and a new member. I hope you find them helpful for thinking 
about hospitality, vision, and communication in your congregation.   

First Impressions 

• Whether a small or large congregation, place a priority on doing things well. By this I don't mean 
"be flashy," but that it should at least be evident to guests that you value the ministries of the 
congregation, especially corporate worship. I have to tell you, it’s pretty obvious when you walk 
into a congregation that doesn't care much for what’s going on or doesn't want to be there. What 
are some small things that could be done well (or done away with) that are currently dragging or 
being done haphazardly? Answer this question honestly! 
 

• Property and facilities. I know as well as anyone how difficult and expensive it can be maintain 
the old buildings and property that so many of us occupy. Second Presbyterian, where I served in 
Birmingham, needed a TON of work that we didn't get to before I left for another call. But this is 
another area where doing things well makes a difference. Maintaining the property and keeping 
the facilities updated says something about your stewardship of God's creation and the resources 
God has provided for your congregation. There's only one chance to make a first impression!  

  
 
Corporate worship  
 

• If you're in a tradition that regularly uses creeds, responsive prayers, the Lord’s Prayer, etc., 
write them out word for word in your bulletin (or put them on a screen if you use one). I've 
watched guests uncomfortably flipping through hymnals trying to find the Nicene or Apostles 
Creed when we're already half way through it.  
 



• Substantive content in worship. Nothing is more discouraging than attending a worship service 
that feels like going through the motions, staying on the surface, a hesitancy to deal with difficult 
topics, etc. Preach the gospel! Challenge, inspire, offer hope! 
 

• Stop using words like infralapsarian and heilgeshichte in your sermons. You impress no one but 
yourself, and you're probably losing a lot of people. And of course once you lose someone 
during your sermon, it’s very difficult to regain their attention.  Preach in a way that "outsiders" 
can understand, and don't assume that your congregation has mastered all the Christian vocab 
that we're so accustomed to. You'd be surprised how many of your parishioners still don't really 
understand words like "justification." I've heard a lot of sermons over the last year, and while I 
appreciated the content in many of those sermons, it struck me that in many cases they would 
have been way over the head of someone unfamiliar to the Christian faith (or even people in your 
congregation!) Go over your sermons before preaching them and get rid of concepts that are 
complicated or inherently alienating (unless you're willing to explain or clarify).  

  
 
Volunteer Opportunities, Programs, Events, etc  
 

• Focus. Focus. Focus. Some churches announce so many "opportunities," "events," and 
"programs" that are only loosely related to one another that it feels chaotic, confusing, and 
overwhelming. Now, this is coming from someone who knows about all the inner-
workings of how programs, events, etc. work in the life of a congregation. So if I'm feeling 
confused and overwhelmed, imagine how a visiting lay person feels! It can be very disorienting 
to a guest or new member if they don't see some sort of focus, priority, or direction in which the 
congregation is headed. If you list out 12 different opportunities for people to serve during the 
following week, but lack clearly communicated, focused vision for WHY you're engaged in all 
those opportunities, I'll have no idea which one to attend or even why I'm attending.  Can 
someone look at your bulletin or listen to your announcements and immediately know how your 
congregation aims to follow Christ in your particular context? Why has God placed your 
congregation in this particular community? What are the unique gifts and callings in your 
congregation, and where do they intersect with the deepest needs of the community and the 
world? Latch on to that calling and communicate it clearly! 
 

• If you make an announcement during worship about an upcoming opportunity, be sure to point 
out the person that people should contact in order to be involved, and provide ways for them to 
be contacted. Perhaps they should be available in a designated place after worship so that 
interested people can talk with them. There have been several occasions where I've been 
interested in participating in a ministry of the church but it hasn't been clear who I should talk 
to. Don’t make people figure it out for themselves. Make it as convenient as possible for them to 
immediately get connected.  
 

• On your website, bulletin, and all other forms of communication, list all classes, programs, 
events, etc. in the simplest way possible, and be sure to include (1) when and where they meet, 
(2) who's leading them, (3) how long the class/program will last, (4) expected commitment level, 
(5) if childcare is available, (3) who to contact with questions (and include their picture and 
contact information). It’s astounding how many congregations don't make these items clearly but 
just expect folks to figure it out and show up.  

 



• Discipleship. People really do want to grow in their faith, even if it proves easier said than done. 
Does your congregation have clear avenues for discipleship? Are people being trained to disciple 
and/or mentor others? Are you communicating these opportunities clearly and often? 

  
 
Communication  
 

• Don't be in denial about the importance of a good website. I used to be in denial about this. But 
when I started looking for churches around Atlanta, I spent A LOT of time on websites. To be 
honest, if the congregation's website was difficult to navigate, included information that was 5 
years old, or looked like it was created in 1996 by a middle schooler, I had a hard time getting 
excited about visiting. I know that sounds shallow and consumeristic! Sorry, just being honest! It 
goes back to the first point about doing things well.  

 
• Signage in your church. Is your building easy to navigate? Have you fool-proofed your signage 

so that anyone and everyone can get around your building with ease?  
 

• Church map. If your church is difficult to navigate (so many of our churches are labyrinths!), you 
should include a simple map on the bulletin (or as an insert). Coming into a church for the first 
time is very disorienting; a map can go a long way in making people feel at home.  

 
 
Hospitality 
 

• Have people outside the church to greet people as they come in. Most churches do this. But 
churches that don't are communicating (I would hope unintentionally) that they don't want any 
guests.  
 

• Have members wear nametags on Sunday. North Avenue Pres gives nametags to every new 
member along with their new member packet. They also have a table where members can leave 
their tags at the church and just pick them up each sunday. Nametags are a great way for people 
to get to know one another with just a little less awkwardness. You might also indicate Elder, 
Deacon, Usher, etc on the appropriate nametags, so that people know who the go-to people are 
for that particular Sunday.  
 

• Having ushers is a non-negotiable. But what if they ushers took people into the sanctuary to help 
them get seated? Historical Ebenezer Baptist in Atlanta does this, and it made me feel like an 
honored guest.  One more step would be to designate a few church members to invite guests to 
sit with them on Sunday mornings (but don't be pushy!)  
 

• Train church members in hospitality. Consider having a hospitality team that rotates every so 
often (monthly? quarterly? semi-annually?). This team would be made up of people who are 
willing to open their homes to guests and new members. There is no substitute for having 
someone invite you to their home.  

 
• Make sure there is adequate childcare available, and provide details about it. Is there care for 

Sunday school hour, worship, bible study during the week? What is the qualification for 
volunteers? For younger children, what’s the ratio of volunteers? Parents want to know all of 
these details and more. Don’t make them search for it. Provide it.  



  
 
Fellowship  
 

• Do not assume that people get to know one another simply by being in worship together on 
Sunday morning. In fact, assume that they don't.  Especially in larger churches, it is very easy to 
go to worship every Sunday for months and not get to know anyone. There absolutely has to be 
other convenient avenues for getting to know others in the congregation. For the sake of 
convenience, it probably needs to be on Sunday mornings. Sunday school can accomplish this to 
some extent, but there probably needs to be a short time before or after worship designed strictly 
with the aim of people getting to know one another. Who, or what "team" of people from your 
congregation, will help facilitate this time in order to be sure that all guests have been welcomed 
and included? 
 

• Does your church have a way for groups of people to get together outside of Sunday morning 
that is convenient and fertile ground for deepening relationships? Especially now that Jessica and 
I have a young daughter, we've needed others to create convenient opportunities for us to get to 
know people. It’s not a lazy excuse, it’s just reality! 
 

• For long-time guests or new members, find out who else in the church lives near them or is in a 
similar life stage, and connect those people. I am surprised at how significant this has been for 
us, but it makes an enormous difference in terms of feeling "connected" to the congregation and 
community. 

  
 
Follow-up  
 

• Follow up with guests, but don't be obnoxious. A hand-written note in the mail goes a long way. 
If they left a check in the offering plate, thank them for their contribution.  
 

• Be clear about expectations for membership in your congregation, and make sure these 
expectations are communicated. Some research suggests that the healthiest and fastest growing 
churches have crystal clear expectations for members, even when the expectations are high. 
 

• Extend an invitation! Whatever way it is that you'd like to include someone in the life of the 
congregation, it simply will not happen if you don't personally invite them. It’s been amazing to 
me that even when I've felt a need to learn more or get involved, church leaders and members 
have been very hesitant to actually ask. I think some pastors and/or congregations are worried 
about scaring people off or overburdening them, but it’s easy to err too far on that side of 
hesitancy. Just ask!  


