Eight-Step Path to Membership

 Entering into a faith community is both simple and complex.  

 On the one hand, you show up, the church welcomes you, and you start a journey.  

 On the other hand, like a courtship or a complex business transaction, entering a faith community happens in several stages. Even if the church is totally open - "radical welcome," one calls it - the journey is complicated. And if the church has issues with inclusion, hesitates to receive certain kinds of people, or doesn't believe in itself, the journey of entering can be Byzantine in its complexity and vexing in its missteps and missed signals.  

 Imagine stepping-stones across a hazardous stream. Here are the eight stones, or steps, that you will need to anticipate, plan for, execute well, and keep working on.   

· Get people to the door - visibility in the community, word-of-mouth, buzz, reputation, personal invitations. You need to know what people are actually saying about you. 

· Help them through the door - welcome procedures, attitudes, deep or shallow hospitality, worship that embraces or rebuffs. You need to see this from the visitor's                perspective. You need to know what they experience at your threshold.        

· Encourage them to return - personal contact, gather necessary data, acknowledge visit, have a clear process for follow-up. You need to hear from visitors what they                valued or wish they had received.         
· Learn their needs and questions - visit, listen, step off the easy path of assuming and projecting, be prepared to modify offerings. You need to deal with their reality,                not your preferences.  

· Respond to their needs and questions - flexibility, nimbleness, humility, creativity, in everything the church does. You need to break through the normal defensiveness                and traditionalism that greet new personalities, new needs, and new ideas.         
· Lead them deeper into an engagement with Christian faith - a clear path for incorporation and instruction, responsive to their needs, inviting and assertive, not raising barriers or suggesting legalism. You need to think through your                message and how it can be received.         
· Lead them into decisions on orienting their lives toward God - church membership is more than belonging to an institution, it is transformation of life. You need to show                them what transformation looks like and walk with them into it.         
· Empower them to go out and to serve - honoring the Spirit's "variety of gifts," help them find ministry and mission in the world, not just a church task. You need to help them think of nothing less than making the world a better place.   
None of these steps is easy or automatic. They require preparation, intentionality and instruction. Left to their own devices, many congregations will observe "playground rules" for letting strangers in. To do it Jesus' way - which was counter-intuitive and disruptive - you need a plan and the will to execute your plan.

