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CREATING   A   SENSE   OF   BELONGING

Members must feel that they belong if they are to remain with a congregation.  A sense of belonging is created through a heartwarming fellowship.  When a new member finds fellowship, warmth, and love he seldom leaves that church.  This is one of the strongest bonds which keep members attached and involved in a local church.

This was one of the “holding” principles of the New Testament church.  “And they continued stedfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers” (Acts 2:42).

Those who have left a cold world of hate, bitterness, and jealousy are attracted to the comfort and warmth of loving and caring congregation.  Love never fails (1 Corinthians 13:8).

According to the Word of God, believers are to become “fellow-citizens with the saints, and of the household of God” (Ephesians 2:19).  A citizen is one who has certain obligations and abides by certain regulations.  He is a recognized member of that particular society.

Believers become “fellow-disciples” (John 11:16);  that is, learners together and followers together of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Believers become yoke fellows, which indicates they are comrades banded together for a common cause.  It is this kind of fellowship that provides protection, strength, and a sense of belonging.

Most churches perceive themselves as being friendly, yet they are not perceived in that light by most outsiders and a large percentage of the church members.  This is evidenced by the fact that most visitors come once or twice, then faith to return.  Members who join cease attendance soon after joining, while others transfer to other congregations.  A great percentage of those who leave say they were never contacted after leaving, which confirms the lack of care and concern of the church for them.
A portion of a congregation can become a clique that is unaware it is barring others from its fellowship.  As a result, visitors and new members of the church feel left out and soon lose interest simply because they cannot crash the barrier.

Some churches are made up of a few large families that build a wall around themselves.  This wall is sometimes very difficult for others to penetrate.  Such a lack of openness and friendliness militates against keeping members.  Members must be accepted into the full fellowship of the church in order to remain for any length of time with a given congregation.

Through Involvement

Members can be conserved through involvement in church programs and activities.  Their faith must be channeled into challenging action.  It is the responsibility of the church to discover and recognize the talents of the individual members and to assign them to a challenging task.  This must become a vital, working part of the redemptive society.  Members must be made to feel they are making a significant contribution to the church, which creates a sense of belonging.

Pastors and church leaders are often urging congregations to do things without giving them instructions on how to do the task.  They preach to and inspire the people, who then respond with a wiliness to do, but their energies are not harnessed or directed.  Members cannot be enlisted for a task until their talents are discovered.

Talents and desires of church members for Christian service can be discovered through circulating a checklist to the congregation.  This will assist the pastor and church leaders in determining areas of interest so they might prayerfully consider appointments or assignments.  It is the responsibility of the church to provide opportunities of training and preparation for takes.

Many members will not participate because they do not have the knowledge of the work of the church.  They must be informed if they are to become involved, because information is the basis of intellectual cooperation.
Through Small Groups

The growing church will ordinarily have six or seven types of small groups per one hundred members.  Each member should be indentified with one or more of these, because it is largely through these groups that the activities of the church are channeled.  Small groups such as bible study groups, Sunday school classes, the choir, ladies auxiliary, education committee, prayer groups, and youth groups serve to weld a large number of people to the church.  These also provide for face-to-face contact which creates friendship ties that have tremendous keeping power.

It requires a tremendous amount of planning and coordination to keep these groups intact.  The groups must maintain an openness so new members will feel welcome and can be accepted.  Some groups are open to nonmembers of the church and serve as a channel for introduction to the church.  The church which is reaching out to include all of its constituents will constantly be developing groups to meet the needs of the congregation.  As a congregation grows larger, it becomes increasingly more difficult to provide enough small groups to care for the needs of the congregation; but if provision is not made, a comparatively large number of members will cease to be active.

As churches grow larger they have a tendency to grow apart and to become less cohesive in their operation; therefore, at different levels of growth, the church must organize to maintain unity.  There comes a need for additional reinforcement as a congregation grows larger because the ratio of participation declines as the congregation increases.  More and more people have a tendency to get lost in the crowd and retire from active duty.
Through Worship

Individual devotional and worship periods are essential to the maintenance of one’s experience with Christ, but God has also ordained corporate worship.  Worshiping together provides strength and encouragement necessary to face the tasks of life.  This was pointed out by the writer of Hebrews: “Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching” (Hebrews 10:25).
We are admonished in the Bible to comfort (1 Thessalonians 4:18), edify (1 Thessalonians 5:11), exhort (Hebrews 10:25), and pray for (James 5:16) one another; and to bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2).

Until this point we have dealt mostly with external means of keeping membership gains; but worship is internal and all true conservation is primarily internal.  We are kept by the power of God (1 Peter 1:5).  This is central to keeping membership gains.  Therefore, an effective worship service is possible the primary factor in maintaining membership gains.  When members worship together and keep their heart open to God, it creates a bond of fellowship and satisfies the needs of the human soul.  When one’s needs are met at the worship service he can overlook petty difficulties and circumstance which would ordinarily adversely affect his relationship with the church.

A vital part of the worship service is the preaching of the Word of God, and the Word of God is a major factor in holding members.  It is through the Word that believers grow and become mature in Christ.  Members worship and are made strong and therefore they stand in faith.
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