Magnetic Church Conference: Reports from SLO Attendees
These comments/reports stem from attendance at The Magnetic Church Conference hosted by The Episcopal Diocese of El Camino Real May 16 & 17, 2008 and forwarded to me by sponsor/coordinator Ann Wright. I have posted this as received (not edited) 

Kathryn Bumpass, St. Stephen’s:  Enthusiasm ran high as four members of St. Stephen’s, San Luis Obispo, set out Friday, 16 May, for the “Magnetic Church” conference at St. Andrew’s Church, Saratoga.  Ann Patry, Gordon Gritter and Kathryn Bumpass joined Fr. Barry Turner for the intensive workshop presented by Andrew D. Weeks.   



We went to the conference believing that our parish was prepared to reach out more directly to the “non-churched” (Weeks’ preferred term). Our planning document, “Blueprint for Tomorrow”, had been twice updated by the congregation, with increasing emphasis on effectiveness of communications and our ministry of welcoming.  Nothing could have been timelier or more directly responsive to our needs than “Magnetic Church”.


Upon returning Fr. Barry penned a lengthy article for the St. Stephen’s newsletter, summarizing the main ideas of the conference and conveying a sense of the excitement the four of us felt. His report emphasized the foundation of Weeks’ “Magnetic Church” concept, evangelism, including Weeks’ willingness to confront the typically Episcopalian phobia surrounding it.


To date, our largest step forward has been vestry approval of a subscription to “Member Connect”, an online communications service developed for churches by Concordia Technology Solutions. Fr. Barry learned of Member Connect from a priest colleague, undertook preliminary investigations and brought information to the vestry.


Member Connect will help St. Stephen’s develop a new website, with many communications features set up on a visually attractive and “user friendly” platform. We’ll be able to provide better directions to the church, tell web visitors more about ourselves and our programs, link with other churches in our deanery and the diocese, and generally let the outside world know we’re here and prepared to welcome all. 


Though we’re not very big, St. Stephen’s is an active parish, and Member Connect will also allow us to communicate more effectively with each other. We’ll have an online calendar that can be continually updated as events are added or changed; ongoing reports of projects, such as the “Apostle Build” with Habitat for Humanity; capacity for faster recruiting of volunteers, especially when the need is urgent; and both internal and external “publicity” for events such as performances of special music. 


Supported by a large body of research, Weeks contends that an effective web site is the most important single communications tool a church needs in today’s world. At the same time, effective printed materials of a similarly high quality are needed.


In response, vestry members Jennifer Sayre and Kathryn Bumpass are beginning work on the revision of pew brochures and similar items, updating information and creating publications that are visually inviting and easy to read. The vestry recently met with Chris Kellett, editor of our newsletter The Witness for the past year. Though just getting the articles set up and ready for printing is lengthy process, Chris has invested additional time to incorporate simple but visually attractive graphics and in various other ways has made The Witness both easier and more engaging to read. In late August and early September, as members return from vacations, the parish will meet to update our “Blueprint”. At this time the four of us, drawing on our experience at Magnetic Church, will be able to offer new and more specific strategies for meeting our goals. 

Anna Foote, St. James’: We went to the Conference at a time when we did not have a priest leading us and we were deep in the search process.  We are meeting with Mother Mary Morrison, our new priest, to discuss the conference and develop plans for our church on Wednesday, August 6th.

Even so, we have implemented a few things from the conference quite soon after we returned.  We included a more welcoming message in our Sunday Bulletin.  Today, Sunday August 3rd was Mother Mary’s first service with us and she recreated our Sunday Service Bulletin incorporating the welcoming idea of including all the words and information that any attendee would need to participate fully in our services.  It was a resounding success today.

We held an outdoor coffee hour to take advantage of the view from the street to share with Paso Robles that St. James’ Church is friendly and available to all.

We intend to fully debrief all who attended the conference and share with Mother Mary in developing the plans for creating a welcome and loving experience here at St. James’ in Paso Robles.

Lisa Gonzalez, St. Benedict’s: The conference and presenter, Andrew Weeks, was inspiring, thoughtful, spiritual, and sacred all at the same time. Week’s approach was practical, hands-on, “how to.” do marketing, radical hospitality, greeting, media and managing the inevitable growth that will ensue if the church community takes the lessons of the conference to heart and practices them faithfully.

Other participants using the standards suggested by Weeks reviewed St. Benedict’s printed materials. The following are the compliments and suggestions listed in no particular order:

+  Information Brochure: attractive and neat; logo is inviting; titles clear. Overall impression: this is a church for adults with no mention of programs for children and teens; limited pictures and art work; maybe add a map on how to reach the church; more about specific programs, contact names and numbers. Very strong or the Why and What in describing St. Ben’s.

+  Benediction Weekly: Avoid abbreviations and “insider” terms without a fuller explanation to visitors who might be interested.

+  Service Bulletin: Could add logo to front page. On sample service bulletin used the comment was, “ The first page is crammed together and not inviting. The inside much cleaner and more inviting.” The Gloria was spread to 2 pages. The welcoming message is good: use another word in place of “Intercessions.” There will be visitors who do not know our terminology so have bulletin refer to which book to use, e.g., hymnal, by color.

+  Newsletter: Didn’t have time to review it.

There was heavy emphasis on the importance of having an appealing and up-dated web site.  We should look at all of our printed material as “one body of work so that all appear to have come from one “pen/brain.” This helps present a unified, cohesive message to the public and to those who are searching for a spiritual community.

Neal Mandich, St. Barnabas’: I had originally attended the Friday evening session with the idea that I was going to take back some ideas for our parish to grow in numbers.  Was I ever surprised!  In discerning a need for congregational growth, I had forgotten the main purpose for our church: to make Christian disciples.    As a person who has never been comfortable with a more assertive type of evangelism, I found many ideas for each parishioner and for the church as a whole to draw people to us, to welcome them in God’s name, to help them enter into relationship with God through Christ, and to empower them (and everyone!) to become disciples.  It’s frightening and exciting at the same time to entertain this idea for our parish.


Our vestry has begun to take baby steps towards realizing this discipleship plan.  We have searched newcomers lists in our area and have sent inviting postcards to each new family.  We will be instituting a discipleship class in the fall, led by our rector.  We have been discussing concepts from the conference, seeing how they fit into our strategic plan, which is also in development.  We continue to pray that God will guide us along this path to share what we have discovered about His great love for us and for everyone!

Barbara Miller, St. Luke’s: St. Luke’s Attendees:  Fr. Matt, Alice Baker-Taber, Shelley Krause, Buffy Price, Barbara Miller.  This group met a few weeks after our return from the conference to share what we had learned and decide what we wanted to do with that information.  The critiques of the bulletin and newsletter were discussed.  We decided to make some changes to the next Newsletter, such as using two columns per page, and putting Fr. Matt’s article on the front cover and moving the names of Vestry members to the inside of the newsletter.  Our group did not share Mr. Weeks’ dislike of text boxes, so we chose to leave those in.  Pictures in The Messenger are well done and appropriate, needing no changes at this time.  The bulletin also needs a few minor changes to be more welcoming, such as reducing the use of capital letters and adding more white space. Two great welcoming statements are included already!  Many changes have taken place in our sanctuary to improve the feel of our worship space.  While these changes did come directly from the Magnetic Church conference they certainly follow along with what Andrew Weeks was teaching us.

Our group plans to continue meeting and reviewing not only our newsletter and bulletin, but also our welcoming packet, visitor cards and organizing some training for our ushers and greeters.

Bill Morley, St. Peter’s: St. Peter’s is more magnetic.  
Small changes lead to greater magnetism.  Changes we may not even notice.  The most obvious change that has happened at St. Peter’s is that we have name tags.  The name tags help visitors to feel more comfortable.  They also help the regulars.  Sometimes we don’t know or don’t remember someone’s name.  This happens more frequently amongst some of us older folks.  Well, I confess, while it may not happen to you, it happens to me.  I like to be able to read someone’s name to correct my sometimes incorrect assumptions about whom I’m talking to.

Now there is a line at the bottom of the “street signs” that gives our phone number, our web page address, and informs folks that we are handicap accessible.  This is a big thing.  Sometimes people just drive by churches to see what they look like before they build up the courage to go in and test the water.  If they can look us up on the World Wide Web they can learn more.  (Oh! How we hope for a newly paved parking lot).

Finally, we now have a temporary directional sign inside the main door for entrance into the Parish Hall.  It has little arrows that point the direction for the various rooms inside.  It’s not always clear to people that you have to turn right to get to the Parish Hall itself.  In actuality, it’s an uncomfortable entry that needs to be corrected some day, but the sign helps strangers and that’s the point.

You, too, can make St. Peter’s more magnetic.  Next time you come to St. Peter’s, look around as if you had never before been here.  Take note of your perceptions and talk to others about what might be done to improve anything negative you discover.  Together with the building and grounds we are the magnet.  The seekers and non-churched are the iron that we can attract in order to help them in their spiritual lives.

Bobbie Shields, St. Benedict’s: “If you build it, they will come. If you live it, they will stay.”

Andrew Week’s sessions covered Christianity, evangelism, the church property, marketing the church, greeting visitors, managing growth, and developing appealing instruments of communication/publicizing our events. Several times during the sessions we were divided into small groups to role-play greeting the visitor. Each of us used praise and encouragement to one another to help that person along and ease the fear that role-playing can cause. In another group setting our service bulletin and other printed means of communication (our welcome brochure, newsletter, and bulletin inserts) were examined and commented on by others.

I found most exhilarating that while most of us thought we knew all about the church building, we were just somewhat educated. I was amazed about the questions asked by Mr. Weeks, and many of us, including the priests at the seminar, could not name the sections of the church he mentioned.

There are so many things that moved me but I’ll just go for one little item; internal communication for a newcomer or visitor. Have a bulletin board set up and items changed on a quarterly basis. It provides information on what St. Benedict’s could provide for the newcomer. Using lots of picture of members and guest in action. the board gives an idea of what type of church we are and how we participate in the different events whether it is spiritual learning, fund raising, or just celebrating events. It gives a newcomer a good look at whom we are, where we are heading, and, just maybe, they might help us live it and stay for a long while.  
Don Shields, St. Benedict’s: Andrew Weeks stated that his presentation was about evangelism. He began with a slide that evoked the idea of creation. This turned out to be important to me. In effect, this seminar was Bp. Mary’s “creation.” She wanted us to hear Mr. Week’s ideas and use them toward expanded the use of evangelism in our diocese.

 According to Mr. Weeks, evangelism begins by moving non-believers from the loneliness of Psalm 22, “Why have you forsaken me?” to Psalm 23, “The Lord is my Shepherd.” This can be done by becoming more A W A R E  
ATTRACT newcomers, so we can

WELCOME them in the name of God,

AFFIRM them as children of God,

RESPOND to their spiritual needs, and

ENGAGE them to become disciples

He pointed out that evangelism is a process in which we invite non-believers to “taste” our faith; assist them to become believers, encourage them to become disciples, and finally, inspire disciples to become evangelists them selves. He cautioned us to avoid the “Vampire Trap” that he has heard in many churches when members say, “We need new blood.”

“Taste our faith” and “become believers” are not easy to brush off. They have great meaning to us as people of God and push us to explore and examine our own faith; to try it on and see how it fits with our own lives. Trying to accept it, understand it, and then to become aware that our faith does not have a sour taste but one we enjoy and want to pass on to others, family, friends, acquaintances, co-workers, everyone we meet. The goal for our church for each of us is to be more A W A R E.
The Rev. Faye Hogan, St. Benedict’s:  Andrew, “Andy”, Weeks, a life long member of the Anglican Communion, and a graduate of Concordia University, became an executive and management consultant for a number of large corporations in both Canada and the U.S. After relocating to the U.S., he became an active member of an Episcopal Church in Rhode Island where he invested so much of his time and energy in multiple volunteer activities that he “burned out.” He drifted away from the church for a time.
When he began to search for a new church community, he was hurt, amazed, and even angered by the unwelcoming and unresponsive attitude of many churches toward potential new members. He came away from that experience with a mission. “Adapt for churches… customer oriented processes used in most of today’s successful businesses.” Since 1992, when his first book, a manual for new member ministry, was published by The Alban Institute, Andy has trained over 30,000 people in 24 Episcopal dioceses/parishes as well as members of hundreds of ECLA, Presbyterian, UCC and UMC churches across the U.S.

Andy is committed to addressing the membership and mission issues presently facing the “mainline” churches of today. “I fear that we are in danger of becoming the disappearing ‘mushy-middle”; I strongly believe that jointly we are called to be the ‘strong center’ of Christianity, as the left and right seem to be becoming more and more polarized.” He continued, “Our common challenge is not to make Christianity more ‘acceptable’, but to make the gospel and our churches more accessible!”
In his vision statement, he bases his training material on the notion that the church, for many centuries, has relied on a model which “assumes that the people we are trying to reach think much as we do, are familiar with church who/what/why, and will attend by choice. … It assumes that people come to the church with some basic understanding of the Bible, God, Jesus, the Lord’s Prayer, etc.” This is no longer the case. Andy believes that we must begin to practice the “Celtic” model which assumes that newcomers, sometimes referred to as “seekers”, do not necessarily think as we do, and don’t necessarily have any interest in attending church just to be attending church. They are looking for relationships, support in seeking and/or developing the spirituality they intuit as already active in their lives.

His presentation was one of knowledge gained by his experience in the business world, and by his active membership in his own Episcopal Church community. He provided practical information and suggestions balanced with a great touch of humor which made the seminar a pleasure to attend.

The Rev. Barry Turner, St. Stephen’s: May 16 – 17 four of us from St. Stephen’s attended the Magnetic Church Conference at St. Andrew’s, Saratoga: Kathryn Bumpass, Gordon Gritter, Ann Patry and myself (Fr. Barry).  We went at the invitation of our bishop, Mary Gray-Reeves who has planned this event from the very first day she came to our diocese.  All parishes in the diocese were asked to try to come in groups of five so that we could better take back our discoveries and learnings.  There were over 200 in attendance and from all who went I heard consistent praise for the powerful and practical ideas given to us by Andrew Weeks, the conference presenter.  Andrew Weeks developed this remarkable event which he has provided for the church full time for the past 13 years.  He is Episcopalian but holds these conferences also for Methodists, Presbyterians and Lutherans.  This event will undoubtedly be a strong boost to our entire diocese as congregations find ways of putting the hundreds of ideas into practice.  Conference participants will be meeting in groups at the deanery level on September 13 to discuss their progress in becoming better evangelists.


In the Episcopal Church we have been very hesitant to use the word evangelism and we have usually shied away from being evangelists.  Our negative image comes from the widespread behaviors of Christians that we find inappropriate and inconsistent with how our own church functions.  Andrew Weeks has dedicated himself to helping Christians in the main-line churches understand evangelism in practical ways that we can understand.  Of many church conferences I have attended this one must be one of the most practical and also most timely needed to help us offer the world the message of the gospel in ways many people are seeking.  His goal is to help churches become more AWARE: Attract newcomers, so that you can Welcome them in the name of God, Affirm them as children of God, Respond to their spiritual needs and Engage them to become disciples.


First, what Evangelism is not.  It is not church growth.  Church growth as an end in itself will fail but it can be a valid by-product of sincere, effective individual and corporate evangelism.  Are we trying to populate worn out programs or to satisfy unmet needs? To fill empty pews or empty lives?   Evangelism will falter, frustrate or fail if you: (1. don’t have all the processes in place (most newcomers will quit after 3 weeks of inattention), (2. are aiming to balance your budget and fill open job slots, (3. think you can leave it up to one small group or think it is your clergy’s job.  Evangelism is a congregational issue, not a denominational problem.  Size is not the issue; growth is not the issue; the key is attitude, the “who” is “you!”


Evangelism will succeed when we try to get past the multitude of our own external negative images of evangelism which inhibit so many of us and overcome our internal negative issues and put our trust in the Holy Spirit.  Our general discomfort with evangelism that creates personal hurdles are: (1. cultural conditioning about not discussing personal issues, (2. inexperience in discussing broad or personal faith issues and beliefs, (3. uncertainty about faith and belief, and (4. ignorance of Christian and denominational specifics.


Evangelism will succeed when you: (1. recognize that in churches, the ‘process’ of every activity is as important as the ‘product’ produced by the activity, (2. work from your strengths while trying to achieve greater balance by remedying your weaknesses, and (3. are realistic about the limits of change within the culture of your congregation.


These were some of the introductory points made about evangelism which were then put in the context of our church and the new generations in today’s western world.  The shape of the Church to come is that we are in a transition.  We are moving from a church sustained by a homogeneous Christian society and almost identical to it -- to a church made up of those who have reached personally a clearly and explicitly responsible decision of faith.  It is the end of Christendom and the rebirth of Christianity.  Today’s western world is much more like the world of 100 AD than that of 1950.  It is no longer Christian-centric.  The realities of recovery require transforming change.  Our situation has evolved and now there is a new opportunity ahead.  The most effective way to deal with change is to help create it.


All day Saturday we covered practical aspects of evangelism in the broad areas of Marketing, Greeting, Communications, and Managing Growth.  In small groups we did a critique of each other’s newsletters, bulletins, visitor brochures, etc.  Andrew Weeks gave an intelligent, logical and common sense analysis of how we do things in our church that we become blind to simply out of familiarity, ways of doing and being that make us an insulated sub-culture.  He did his best to open our eyes to see in fresh ways and I’m sure all of us who took part have lots of new insights on how to become better evangelists in our time and place.  Our own committee from St. Stephen’s will try to communicate our learnings to the vestry, ministry groups and the entire congregation.  Again, we are reminded that successful evangelism is not just for a small group but for the entire congregation so we look forward to learning together.
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