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Staying Attuned to Your Community
by Lovett H. Weems, Jr.

One of the most significant counterintuitive realities about churches is that the longer a church
has been in existence, the less knowledgeable it is about its community and the less connected it
becomes with that community. There are exceptions, of course. But it is rare that a long-
existing church is more aware of the trends, demographics, and movements of its surrounding
community than a new congregation in that same place. You would think that a well-
established congregation would know its community inside and out, given years of service
there. But the movement is just the opposite.

Here is how that is likely to happen. In the early years of a congregation, there is careful
attention given to the community, its people, and their needs. Otherwise, the new congregation
does not survive. Then the congregation reaches a point of critical mass in which weeks or
even months can go by without new members joining the church; and the congregation
continues to stay alive. At the same time, there tends to be a shift in focus from reaching new
disciples to caring for current members. This change is particularly seen in the expectations for
how pastors and other staff spend their time.

Such a shift leads many congregations to become worlds unto themselves, functioning in a way
that is quite independent of any active engagement with the changes taking place in their
surrounding context. This process reaches its extreme when a congregation comes to look and
act nothing like the culture of its neighboring community. But even when communities do not
change in dramatic demographic ways, the life of the congregation can still become almost
alien to the way many of the neighbors in their surrounding community live their lives. That is
the time when the church still has much to offer its long-time members; but, increasingly, new
people do not call this church home.

This movement from external sensitivity to internal focus occurs in virtually all organizations.
Without a careful plan to stay close to the heartbeat of one’s surroundings, internal
considerations will dominate. The chief executive officer of Proctor & Gamble said that a
business CEO has one task, and that is to link the external world with the internal organization.
He went on to add that without the outside, there is no inside (Harvard Business Review, May
2009).

John Kotter, in his new book A Sense of Urgency (Harvard Business Press, 2008), gives
suggestions for how organizations can “bring the outside in.” The instructions he offers can be
readily translated into guidance for a congregation.
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e Send people out. Anything that involves church people with the dynamics and
people of their community will help, as long as it is followed by reflection about the
meaning of what they are learning in relation to their church’s ministry. It is not that
members are not immersed in their communities. They often are. But they have not
been helped to translate that knowledge into implications for their congregations.

e Bring people in. Every congregation has connections within its community that
permit the church to tap into knowledge about that community. It is also possible to
do careful listening sessions with persons who are not involved in the congregation
to the degree that they are involved in the surrounding community. For many
churches today, that includes younger people.

e Bring data in, but in the right way. This is the most common method of learning
about the community, but it is one that is not always used well. Make sure you have
enough data but not too much, that it is organized in categories that matter for the
church, and that the right questions are asked of the data. Having many small
groups study and discuss the same data, with each group coming up with their “clues
for the future” or “five implications for our congregation,” will generate many ideas
and often surprising consensus.

Yes, without the outside, there is no inside. Congregations all start not for themselves but to
serve other people. Without deliberate attention to bridging the outside/inside gap,
congregations forget their original purpose and turn in upon themselves.

The Right Question

Leaders do not need answers.
Leaders must have the right questions.

Sometimes it is useful to ask a question just prior to moving forward on a project or decision — to make sure noth-
ing has been missed. Some variation on this question might work:

Have we failed to consider any information or perspectives we need to consider?
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Palms in the Park on Palm Sunday
By Laura Heikes

During the Easter Season, the First United Methodist Church in New Braunfels, Texas,
launched an outreach event in the heart of our city. Our goal was to take our worship service to
the people instead of asking them to come to us. With that in mind, we rented space in Landa
Park, a natural area at the heart of our city with natural springs, a wading pool, paddle boats, a
mini-train, playgrounds, and picnic areas. Many residents come there to relax and renew. The
church rented a space in the park called “the Dance Slab” along with two picnic pavilions for
fellowship and refreshments after the worship service.

Instead of our normal Easter mailer, we targeted neighborhoods where there were lots of new
folks with information about Palms in the Park. Our hope was to get them to visit twice — first
on Palm Sunday and, second, when we invited them back for Easter. The mailers described the
service and told them what to bring (chairs and a picnic lunch) and mentioned communion
would also be available. As an additional incentive, we offered free rides on the mini-train in
the park.

On the day of the event, our Evangelism Team filled helium balloons printed with a smiley
face, our church’s name, and the message “God loves you!” and took them around the entire
park to children and adults picnicking there. We put out signs, marked the site with banners
and balloons, and began playing music to draw people in. We had people in the 90 chairs we
had brought and in camping chairs and on blankets throughout the dance slab and spilling over
onto the grass and under trees.

This worship service was a huge success! We normally have 220 for worship, but on this
Sunday we had 475 — far more than we ever expected. Many folks from our congregation
invited not just one friend, but several. Others came because of the mailers, and still others
came over after receiving a balloon or hearing the music. The next Sunday, Easter, also saw an
increase as people returned. We had 100 more in worship than last year.

To get a glimpse of the service, watch this video:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L3Bunxv4L2c&feature=channel_page

Laura Heikes (Iheikes@satx.rr.com) is associate pastor of First United Methodist Church in
New Braunfels, Texas (www.firstumcnb.org), and recently completed the Lewis Fellows
Program for young clergy.

Leadership is about building teams, encouraging innovation, thinking strategically, removing obstacles,
creating vision, and taking risks.
Gary R. Collins
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