Recruitment AND Retention

Church growth worth pursuing requires a balance between recruitment and retention. 

It does no good to bring 100 new members in the front door while you push 100 existing members out the back door. 

Nor does it do any good to be so focused on serving the members you have that you leave no room, heart or resources for welcoming new members. 

It's a BOTH/AND. 

Balancing recruitment and retention isn't easy . One challenge, of course, is the tendency of any group to "pull up the drawbridge" behind it. They have worked their way in, found their niche and friendships, and now they want to prevent any further growth and change that might threaten what they have. All groups do this, from immigrants to suburbanites to office workforces to churches. It's self-defeating, but that doesn't stop groups from doing it. 

Another challenge is that recruitment ministries are quite different from retention ministries. To do both, you need to plan carefully and operate transparently. 

For example, recruitment entails a warm and public "welcome," whereas retention focuses on small groups and deepening relationships. 

Recruitment assumes a need to explain everything, from how worship proceeds to where bathrooms are located. Retention, on the other hand, encourages people to feel a certain on-board comfort; this is my church, and I know my way around it. 

Recruitment occupies a lot of clergy time, whereas retention, if done properly, transfers care-giving and support to small, lay-led groups. 

Recruitment tends to stay near the surface, because the deeper questions that motivate us aren't in focus or don't yet feel safe. Retention, on the other hand, yearns to go deeper. The deeper questions and the venues they encourage, such as retreats and healing ministries, might seem frightening to newcomers. The what-am-I-doing-here questions of newcomers might seem shallow to long-time members. 

Balancing these ministries is hard on clergy. To be crass about it, existing members are paying the bills and expect to be served, but if the pastor doesn't tend aggressively to recruitment ministries, there will be no future. 

When people vie for the pastor's time, it is essential that top lay leaders step in and say to the congregation, "Our mission is growth. Without growth we die. Let's work together to let growth happen."
