CORE QUALITIES

3. Growth in belonging and involvement
4. An active concern for those on the fringe of church life

5. Care for young people

The Christian faith is not n?erery an il idual matter. It involves communities of hope
whlch have a primary role in the proclamation of the gospel. Christians are called tolive in

mutual i which provide care. accountability, intimacy,
encouragemenL discernment and a reference point for the journey. Communities of faith
exist to provide a place for everyone, including those who are on the edges of the
community, for whatever' reasons. They are there to encourage involvement and
participation, empowering people to live out their faith and develop their gifts and skills.
Our life together in a community of faith is not an optional extra but part of the core of our
Christian life. Christ promises his presence where two or three are gathered in [his] name’
(Matthew 18:20 NRSV).

Our research suggests some key priorities for congregations and parishes wanting to
deveiop their life together:

* Growing belonging and involvement
* An active concern for those on the fringe of church fife
* Care for young people

In your community of faith, what areas should be a priority in your thinking and
planning?

See the Connections for Life Profile for your church to see how attenders responded
ineach area.

Under his direction, the whole body is fitted together perfectly. As each
part does its own special work, it helps the other parts grow, so that the

whole body is heatthy
Translation).

d full of love. (€pl £16 New Living

1 )
As society becomes increasingly fragmented, peoglle are searching for a sense of community
and belonging, somewhere that offers identity and'security. The churches can meet this need.
Acommunity that s truly centred in Christ can offer the ultimate security, companionship and
sense of identity. For many people, the church provtdes that sense of commumty and
belonging.
Toal Christian belief i d through people’s involvement with acommunity
of faith, nurtured within a network of relationships with ather believers. When Christians meet
together it's more than a celebration of beliefs; it's a necessary part of keeping the fires offaith
brightly burning.

‘ For many attenders, chumh is like a large, open, welcoming family in

Many still which they experience the presence of jesus and are both challenged and
see the nurtured in their journey of Christian discipleship. Interestingly, our wider
community research suggests that, while some view church negatively,
churchasa many who do not attend still see the church as a place where a warm
place where  sense of community can be found.

awarm It would seem natural to assume that large congregations are more
sense of impersonal than smaller ones, that the experience of church as family
community decreases as the size of the congregation increases. Th|§ need not be the
can be case. Large congregations, as well as small ones, can build a strong sense

y of community, love and friendship. However, in larger churches it can
found take longer to develop a sense of belonging among attenders and can
require more deliberate action on the part of leaders.

The ‘glue’ that holds together Protestant church communities appears to be somewhat
different from what holds the Catholic community together. For many Protestants a sense of

to their cc ion is quite high, but loyalty to their i is refatively low.
Catholics exhibit strong denominational loyaity. Being Catholic is an integral part of one's
identity. However, younger attenders across alt denominations exhibit lower levels of
denominational loyalty than older attenders, which suggests thatimportant changes may be
taking place.

Making a contribution is something also lnvolvgd in belonging. Full belonging involves
both receiving and giving. Attenders can contribute in a great many ways, both formally
and informally. They do this through involvement in worship, joining a church group,
being part of outreach ministries or other activities, taking on a role or responsibility, or
contributing financially. Taking particular care of newcomers and those on the fringe of
church life is also an invaluable contribution that's often overiooked.

Core Quality 3: Growth in befonging and involvement

* Over two thirds of all attenders feel a strong sense of belonging to their
congregation or parish. Most of these people feel that their sense of belonging
is growing.

* There is a strong i ip between ' sense of ing and the
extent to which they believe they are growing in their faith.

* Higher levels of belonging are found in churches with a clear sense of purpose
and vision and in churches where the leaders put a priority on developing
attenders’ gifts and skills. Churches where attenders have a high sense of
belonging are more likely to be open to new directions and initiatives.

s In have ahigh g people are more
fikely to discuss their faith with others. A sense of belonging appears to be an
P prereq for being willing to invite others to church.

« A person’s level of church attendance is strongly related to the attendance of
their close friends and spouse.

Each week , Leanne’s chaircame that LiHle bit closer...

Core Quality 3: Growth In belonging and involvement

The churches appear to be effective at present in providing current attenders with a place
where they feel they can belong. The challenge for churches is for them to ensure that
they offer appropriate care and compassion to those on the edge of church life as well as
to more regular attenders. Churches must work to help everyone to belong, including, for
instance, disabled people and people from different ethnic or' socioeconomic
backgrounds or with different levels of education. They must work to make welcome the
people who, for whatever reason, feel they are on the edge of church life.

A church where attenders have a sense of community may be amacti\:'e to some other
people, but it doesn't guarantee that the church will draw in newcomers or that it will have
an outward focus. Indeed, there may be cases where a sense of belonging among those
currently attending builds a wall between those who are part of the in- group and anyone
else seeking to join.

Our church community can be welcoming or exclusive. if it's welcoming, newcomers are
made to feel welcome regardless of their background and are encouraged to get involved
in ways they are comfortable with. A church like this is likely to have good formal and
informal communication channels, so that everybody feels they know what's going on.On
the other hand, an exclusive church is likely to have cliques, where some groups have a say
in decision making while others don't. In these churches, communication only flows to
those in the in-group.

Conflictin a congregation or parish can be toasense of in both the short
and long term. While conflict can't be totally avoided, it’'s important that it's dealt with openly
and honestly and not left to fester over a period of months or years. Other people can quickly
sense the presence of unspoken tensions that undermine people’s life together.

Questions to ask

1. Isthere a strong sense of community in our church? How welcoming are we?
Do people of different ethnic or socioeconomic backgrounds feel welcome?

2. Is there anything we can do to help people on the fringe of church life
become better integrated? How can we best care for people who want to
stay on the fringe?

3. How do people in our parish or congregation make a contribution to the life
of the church community? Are they encouraged to do so? How equipped are
they for their roles?

See the Connections for Life Profile for your church to see how attenders responded
in this area.




Core Quality 3: Growth in belonging and involvement

Other areas you may wish to consider in relation to growing belonging and involvement

include:
‘ Faith & Worship Our Life Together
“ 1. Analive and growing faith (p28) 3. Growth in belonging & involvement
il 2 Viel& nuturing worship (p32) 4. Anactive concern for those on the fringe »;QM
U of church life (p42)
5. Care for young people (pa6) *@@

Community Connectlons " Viskon & Purpose

6. A focus beyond ourselves. 10. A ciear owned vision for the future (p72) "2

7. Serving the wider community. 11. - Openness to new possibilities (p76)

Discussing faith & inviting others to church

12. Empowering & inspiring leadership (p80) %
. Integrating newcomers (p66) : T

‘What do you think? if a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has
gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in
search of the one that went astray? And if he finds it, truly | tell you, he
rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. 5o it is
not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these littie ones should be
Iost. (Matthew 18:12-14 NRSV)

It's tempting to consider people on the fringe of church life as a relatively insignificant group.
They often constitute only a small percentage of attenders at worship services in an average
week and are less likely to be involved in church activities. However, disregarding them is a
grave mistake. The number of people who attend church infrequently (less than monthly) is
nearly the same as the number who attend frequently (once a month or more often). Iif even
a small proportion of these people could be drawn more closely into church life, the impact
would be considerable.
People on the fringe include both those who are increasing and those who are decreasing
their involvement. Some are reducing their involvement, because of age, i ity or other
pressures. Others are drifting out because of disillusionment and disaffection, feeling that
participation is no longer useful to them in their daily lives.
1
The importance

Welcoming new arrivals of relationships

A significant proportion of non-attenders and infrequent 10 integrating
attenders who have tried to become involved with the church at  new arrivals into
some stage have failed to make a successful transition into the life 4 chyrep

of the church community.

ivals i community
Not all new arrivals in our churches have the same needs or hould be
expectations. People who come from another church of the same should not

denomination may be familiar with how the col ity functions
and may be clear about their own expectations and hopes. People
coming from another tradition may not understand how or why things are done in the way
they are. Newcomers without a church background of any kind, tentatively experiencing
church life for the first time, will have different needs again. For many who attend a church
on a single occasion, their experience may be significant in whether or not they decide to
come back again. At a simple level, if people enter a church and someone greets them in
the foyer, chats to them and gives them the church bulletin, they will tend to immediately
feel a part of the worship occasion. Similarly, at the end of the service, if newcomers are
personally invited to join other worshippers for a cup of tea or coffee, they will know that
this church values their presence.

Beyond the church service, the importance of relationships in integrating new arrivals into a
church community should not be underestimated. Our research suggests that programs can
supplement but not replace personal contact and connections with other attenders in the
process of helping people develop a sense of belonging.

Many new arrivals at our churches are people in their twenties and thirties who have moved to
anew area or who are parents with young children. How well the church caters for children and
younger adults during the initial service/mass or activity they attend (including occasions such
as baptisms, funerals, Christmas, Easter and social gatherings) is likely to beimportant to them.

Core Quality 4: An active concern for people on the fringe of church life

From our wider community research in Australia we know that

+  while most peaple claim to have attended church or Sunday school at least monthly
prior to the age of 12, only about 20% claim to attend church at least monthly today®

* the number of people who att‘end church infrequently is about the same as the
number of regular am;nders

* a significant percentage of nwc~ and infi who say
they have tried to become mvolved with the church at some stage have failed
to make a successful tyansltlon into the church

« only one in three pecple who sought to become involved in church life and
then stopped were followed u\p by the church they attended

* atleast among Anglican and f [< ions where
attenders welcome newcomers or visit those who are drifting tend to have a
higher sense of belcnglng, 4 culture of discussing faith with others and a
stronger sense of personal growth in faith
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For every person in Australia who enters church life as a newcomer, there are many more who
leave. in addition, half of all infrequent attenders used to attend church more regularly.
Rather than suddenly dropping out of church life, these people tend to drift out, reluctant to
cut ties with their childhood traditions but in the end losing the enthusiasm to stay.

It is vital for us to understand, sooner rather than later, what is going on for those on the
fringes of church life. Responding to early warning signs of possible departure may allow us
to respond helpfully before it is too late.

The pattern of drifting out is most dramatic among the young, with many leaving in their
teenage years once there is less parental compulsion or pressure to attend. Many others leave
as young adults. Over the last fifty years, the process of leaving appears to have started atan
earlier age with each passing Doing ing about ini isa
critical issue on the agenda of the churches at this time.

* The Australian Community Survey provides figures that are generally in e with other socialsurveys. s

important to note that such social surveys tend pared to church mass
head counts. There is in academnic accuracy of attend: , and such
discreparkcies have been noted in Australia in the 1994 NCLS publication Winds of Change (p 262} and Kaldor, 1987,
Who goes Where? Who Doesn't Core? (p 19).
Ay

Core Quality 4: An active concern for people on the fringe of church life

What we can do

It's easy for us to become preoccupied with the needs and concerns of regular attenders.
Their voices are loudest and most commonty heard.

Yet those on the fringe of church life also deserve attention, not just from‘leaders or the
welcoming team but from all attenders. Helping these people to integrate into church life
and to grow in their sense of belonging makes good sense for our churches and is in
keeping with gospel imperatives.

Churches may need to make a special effort to listen to the needs and concerns of people
on the fringe of church life and take new initiatives to address any issues that surface.

The 2001 survey resuits suggest that attenders, at least in Anglican and Protestant
denominations, are more likely to weicome new arrivals or visit those who are drifting
where attenders feel they are growing in their own faith and where there is a strong sense
of belonging among attenders and a culture of discussing faith with others and inviting
others to church. Past surveys have aliso suggested that congregations that weicome
those who are new or visit those who have drifted away are more likely to be growing
numerically.

uestions to ask

1. How many infrequent attenders are part of our church? Are they exploring
the possibility of greater involvement, are they drifting out, are they limited
by particular pressures or infirmities, or are they happy to stay on the fringe?
In the last year, how many people came along once or twice but then didn’t
come again? Were they followed up? Do we know why they stopped coming
or whether they went elsewhere?

~

3. How does our church welcome new attenders? Are infrequent attenders
visited?
See the Connections for Life Profile for your church to see how attenders responded
in this area.













