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A newspaper reporter was interviewing 
the mother of a large family of children. 
The reporter asked her the difficult 
question, “Which of your children do 
you love the most?”

Her reply showed what a wise and lov-
ing mother she was. She told the re-
porter, “I love the one who is away until 
he returns home; the one who is sick 
until he is well; the one who is hurt until 
the hurt disappears; and the one who is 
lost until he is found.”

God loves us in the same way. He loves 
and waits for his children that have left 
to return to him. He also loves his chil-
dren that are lost and he seeks to find 
them. 

Much is being written and said about 
outreach to the “un-churched” and the 
“de-churched.” Many positive and cre-
ative ideas, programs and resources 
have been developed, and more are 
currently being developed. These ef-
forts at bringing people to the local 
church may be broadly focused or they 
may be efforts of a local parish in its 
own community. Whatever the scope 
of our efforts to educate, inform and 
bring home the un-churched and de-
churched, the critical variable in this 
equation will always be the local parish. 

Management expert Peter Drucker was 
told the story of a museum that once 
polled its visitors to determine why 
they had come to the museum. The 
greatest number of visitors replied that 
they came into the museum because it 
was raining outside. The second-most 

frequent response was that they came 
in to use the restroom. To this story, 
Drucker responded with the ques-
tion, “How many of these visitors came 
back?” 

Through our outreach efforts—and 
sometimes despite the lack of them—
God will bring people through the 
doors of our churches. They will come 
for various reasons. The question we 
must ask ourselves is, “How many of 
them will come back?” We need to real-
ize that within five minutes of entering 
a church, most first-time visitors have 
already decided whether they are com-
ing back.

For the un-churched seeking a spiritual 
home, the majority of our outreach may 
entail removing impediments that keep 
first-time visitors from entering or feel-
ing welcome in our local church. We 
need to realize that the “Greek” in the 
name of our Greek Orthodox Church 
and the Greek flag that waves outside 
causes many non-Greek visitors to won-
der whether they would be welcome in 
our parishes. Potential visitors often as-
sume that they are not. 

The church website is the way that most 
first-time visitors will find a church. The 
message we send on our home page 
provides a first impression of the parish. 
This is where the visitor needs to find 
the first message of welcome, along 
with a schedule of services and descrip-
tions of the various ministries of the 
parish. The home page should avoid 
including large amounts of administra-
tive information, focusing instead on a 
message of welcome. 

In the book Lost in America: How You 
and Your Church Can Impact the World 
Next Door, authors Tom Clegg and 
Warren Bird write of their findings that 
people generally have three fundamen-
tal needs: 

1. Transcendence:  to know God and to 
feel His presence

2. Significance: to have purpose and to 
do something meaningful

3. Community: to connect with others 
through meaningful relationships

Visitors to our churches can feel the 
presence of God through participation 
in the Divine Liturgy and other services, 
and by being surrounded in worship 
and prayer by people living transfig-
ured lives. We can provide opportuni-
ties to minister to others through the 
various community service projects 
in which the parish members partici-
pate, and by encouraging members to 
lead additional ministries of service to 
the community. We provide a sense of 
community by creating opportunities 
for the people to gather socially follow-
ing Divine Liturgy for food and refresh-
ments and other occasions and events.
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A useful test is to approach our local 
parish as if for the first time. What would 
our first impression be? Are the doors 
open and easy to find? Is the physical 
appearance of the building welcoming? 
Is there a sign indicating the time of the 
services? Is there a sign welcoming all 
to the parish? Does someone greet us 
and help us when we enter? Can we un-
derstand the services? Is information on 
the faith readily available? 

One Greek Orthodox woman, after vis-
iting a church with her non-Orthodox 
husband and two children, wrote the 
following about her visit: “Lighting the 
candle no one greeted me; they could 
see I was new.”

A sincere smile, a firm handshake and 
a word of welcome may be the most 
important missionary work we do. 
Bill Hybels, the pastor and founder of 
Willow Creek Community Church in 
Illinois, has written that “friendliness 
can have eternal consequences.” This is 
true for the visitor as well as the greeter.

An important step that may be taken is 
one advocated by Fr. Charles Joanides 
in his research and writing on intermar-
riage in the Greek Orthodox Church. Fr. 
Charles suggests that a parish mentor-
ing program can be essential in inte-
grating the non-Orthodox spouse into 
the community. This program could be 
expanded to all inquirers, catechumens 
and new converts to the faith. 

Fr. Charles writes, “Like godparents, 
mentors are resource persons who as-
sume the responsibility of providing in-
formation to the non-Orthodox regard-
ing any number of different questions 
and concerns.” These concerns could 
be religious, cultural or just practical. A 
parish mentoring program ensures that 
individuals new to the faith will have a 
parishioner available to them who can 
provide information and help them to 
connect with others in the communi-
ty. A mentor can reduce initial culture 

shock, and increase feelings of wel-
come and belonging. 

Thus far we have focused on those 
coming to church for the first time—
the “un-churched.” There is an equally 
important group of people who were 
raised in the Church but, for one reason 
or another, are no longer active. When 
these people return, it is critical that we 
be sensitive to the fact that it is difficult 
to return. Active members often speak 
without thinking, making the return-
ing Orthodox Christians feel judged for 
their absence, rather than encouraged 
for their return. 

In this situation, it is important to re-
move “should” language, such as, “You 
should be here every Sunday,” with en-
couraging language, as in, “We missed 
you” or “We’re so glad you’re here.” It is 
also important to get returnees reinte-
grated into the community as quickly 
as possible, finding a need for their 
particular skill sets, or a ministry group 
to which they would be a welcome 
addition.

These de-churched individuals are 
seen in Church during Holy Week and 
Christmas, and occasionally for memo-
rials, funerals, weddings and baptisms. 
These are times when we can reach 
them in a new way, showing them that 
their reasons for not attending may no 
longer be valid. One priest, in his open-
ing comments to the inevitable full 
house on Palm Sunday, says the follow-
ing: “It’s a blessing to see you all here. I 
know that some of the reasons people 
don’t attend church on a regular basis 
are 1) The services are too long; 2) It’s 
all in Greek and you don’t understand 
it; and 3) It’s all about the money. Well, 
today we started Divine Liturgy on time 
and finished in one hour and fifteen 
minutes, all of my parts were done in 
English or English and Greek, we passed 
only one tray, and the candles when 
you entered were a free-will offering. 

So unless you have any other reasons, 
please come back on a regular basis. We 
miss you.”

Thom Rainer (ThomRainer.com), a 
researcher and writer specializing in 
church growth and the un-churched, 
provides a great deal of information 
on ways to welcome those that come 
through our doors, including a list of 
things we should never say to first-time 
visitors. His work is a great resource 
in reaching the un-churched and 
de-churched. 

The key to keeping existing members, 
bringing back the inactive Orthodox 
Christians and welcoming those who 
are searching for what our Church has 
to offer can be stated in two words: 
education and engagement. Our people 
need to know their faith, and they need 
to be engaged in the life of the parish. 
Parish leadership must take every op-
portunity and utilize every resource 
available to accomplish this. 

In 1986, Archbishop Iakovos appoint-
ed a Commission for an Archdiocesan 
Theological Agenda. Their report, pub-
lished in 1990 by Holy Cross Press, still 
speaks to us today:

…[T]he faith commitment has more 
and more become a matter of personal 
choice than of social or cultural heritage. 
This means that Orthodox Christians 
must be both challenged and helped to 
move beyond religious nominalism to 
a conscious choosing of the Orthodox 
way of life based on personal knowl-
edge of the Orthodox Faith and per-
sonal experience of its value amidst the 
problems of everyday life.
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