RESEARCH

Apathy, Internal Focus, Competition Pose

Challenges to Reaching New People

Most United Methodist churches are
expanding their program offerings to
reach people who may not be interested in
Sunday morning worship and classes, a re-
cent survey by Circuit Rider found. Despite
adding off-site and interest-based fellow-
ship groups to more traditional Sunday
school options, pastors find entrenched
attitudes of the community and congrega-
tion difficult obstacles to overcome.

Asked about the “biggest challenge”
they face in bringing new people into
their congregation, many pastors of small
churches cited their rural location, lack of
critical mass or program offerings, and the
reticence of older, long-time members to
welcome new people. “Few laypeople are
comfortable with changing worship times
or adding times to accommodate new
people,” said one respondent, a pastor in
a small church.

“In a relatively small area, the congre-
gation seems to feel that there aren’t more
people out there who would like to attend
church,” said another small-church pastor.
“I think we feel shy about personally invit-
ing others and don’t want to spend money
on advertising.”

Many respondents said they have
“internally-focused” congregations that do
not see the need to reach out or are reluc-
tant to invite new people to church. “Most
of the congregation are older and do not
really want to meet new people,” said the
pastor of a medium-sized congregation.
“They refuse to think like visitors to know
how visitors might feel here.”

Leaders from churches of all sizes

mentioned a general societal apathy to-
ward the church, especially among young-
er people. Sunday sports leagues and other
forms of recreation vie for people’s time,
and churches—especially those with a
reputation for being old and stodgy—have
trouble competing. A large-church pas-
tor lamented the difficulty of “connecting
with a society burning the candle at both
ends. . . . How can we offer something so
meaningful, something that people want
to participate in?”

Others cited competition not just from
other activities but from larger, newer
churches in their area. Asked how they
would feel if a new church was planted
within a few miles of their church, most
respondents with attendance under 500
expressed concern, ranging from “uneasy”
to “discouraged” to “threatened.”

While new churches may indeed
cause nearby existing churches to lose
attendance, a recent study by Donald R.
House and Lovett H. Weems, Jr., found,
the area’s overall church attendance will
grow. The new church’s growth will be
slower if there are other United Method-
ist churches within a five-mile radius, but
a large population base can mitigate the
impact each of the churches will have on
one another’s attendance.

Most pastors of large churches (over
500 in attendance) and a few small church
pastors told Circuit Rider they would
welcome another church to reach more
people in the area. Said one respondent,
“There are plenty of unchurched folks to
go around!” U
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* A new church responds more effectively to population
* Attendance increases with time, peaking between 15 and 20

* Attendance increases with population growth within a 4-mile

Trends in United Methodist Church Plants

* New churches tend to be located where there is significant  ®
population growth and existing churches tend to be located

else being equal.

* Attendance growth is higher if the first meeting place is a
school instead of another church, home, or retail space.

* Younger founding pastors (under 35) are more associated
with higher-growth congregations.

Attendance is greater in higher-income neighborhoods, all

Source: “A Snapshot of New Church Starts Since 1985 in Eight
Conferences” by Donald R. House and Lovett H. Weems, Fr.
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