Prepare for Visitors

August is a good time to prepare for Fall's usual increase in Sunday visitors. 

Newcomers usually start appearing around the time school starts. Some will be new in the community, some will be giving church a try based on some need in their lives or something they have heard about your church, and some will be "changing brands." 

People come to a church for so many reasons that it's difficult to generalize, but we can identify some common threads to help you in your planning. 

First, people visiting a church carry some important questions. Will I find anyone like me there? Will anyone there like me? Will I be safe there? Will anyone notice me? Are they real or phony? And, to be honest, many will arrive asking a negative question: will this be just another church, heavy-handed, barely in business, catering to a self-protective in-crowd? 

Those probably aren't the questions that clergy went to seminary to investigate. It might sound a bit like middle school. But we need to meet people where they are, and this, in all likelihood, is where they are. 

Second, visitors probably don't care about the intellectual and ecclesiastical material that church leaders feel duty-bound to provide. They might care about it later, but at this point of entry, they are concerned with belonging and the affective side of interactions. Does the church "feel right"? It's like a first date: do I feel any desire for a second date? 

Third, all eyes are on the clergy, and the question is authenticity. Does the pastor "feel real"? Does the pastor seem energized, or just going through the motions? Does the pastor radiate the joy and excitement of faith or a sense of burden? Does the pastor seem in synch with the congregation, or isolated and aloof? Do the pastor and other clergy seem to care for each other? 

I urge you to undertake two preparations. First, for the remaining Sundays in August, commission a few wise souls to observe your Sunday morning processes. Examine the quality of greeting, the ways people's faces look, the mood that seems present from the time the first worshipers arrive, and what your church probably feels like to a visitor. Do a thorough inventory of how your church presents itself to a visitor. 

Second, where you identify obstacles, deal with them. Step on toes if you must. If God is going to send people to your door, you must be prepared to receive them. Otherwise, the sending will stop. You need a "customer-driven" approach. Clergy, especially, need to manage their Sunday roles well.

