
A CASE STUDY OF THE GUEST-ASSIMILATION SYSTEM AT

BUCKHEAD BAPTIST CHURCH, ATLANTA, GEORGIA

by

Ronald William Handlon

B.A., Philosophy, Baylor University, May 1998 
M.Div., McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University, May 2006 

Th.M., Theology, Columbia Theological Seminary, May 2009

A Ministry Project Thesis Proposal Submitted to the Faculty 

of McAfee School of Theology 

in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree

DOCTOR OF MINISTRY

Atlanta, GA 

2013



UMI Number: 3569833

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,

a note will indicate the deletion.

UMI
Dissertation PiiblishMig

UMI 3569833
Published by ProQuest LLC 2013. Copyright in the Dissertation held by the Author.

Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.
All rights reserved. This work is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest LLC 
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to acknowledge the staff and members of Buckhead Baptist Church. 

Throughout my studies their support and encouragement has been a constant boon to my 

spirit. The beauty of doing doctoral work in ministry is that your studies are closely tied 

to your ministerial setting. This intertwining reality allowed me to work out a thesis 

project while at the same time improving the health and vitality of our church. 

Nevertheless, the staff and members of our church displayed a wealth of patience and 

understanding during this process and for that I am eternally grateful.

I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge my in-laws, Steve and June Sankar. 

They say it takes a village to raise a family and in our case chief among these villagers 

were Steve and June. Their support and presence allowed me to more easily juggle the 

demands and responsibilities of family, ministry, and studies. Indeed, they have become 

more like a mother and a father to me and their care has been invaluable during my 

doctoral studies.

Above all, I would like to acknowledge my loving and supportive wife, Christine. 

She has been a constant shelter of support and safety throughout the often raging storms 

of ministerial life. I honestly do not know where I would be or who I would be for that 

matter without her remarkable presence in my life. She has blessed me with a beautiful 

family of three amazing children, Stephen, Christopher, and Abigail. Together they 

represent everything that is good and beautiful in my life.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.............................................................................. iii

LIST OF FIGURES ..........................................................................................  vi

LIST OF GRAPHS ...........................................................................................  vii

LIST OF APPENDICES...................................................................................  viii

ABSTRACT.......................................................................................................  ix

CHAPTERS

1. INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY................................  1

Background of the Problem ....................................................  2
Demographics of Atlanta Georgia and North Fulton County 5
Characteristics of Buckhead Baptist Church ......................... 6
Ministry Project Problem Statement......................................  7
Ministry Project Hypothesis ...................................................  9
Ministry Project Methodology................................................  9
Chapter Content Summary......................................................  10
Ministry Project Limitations and Assumptions ....................  10
Terms and Definitions.............................................................. 11

2. A BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION OF 
HOSPITALITY............................................................................... 13

Defining Hospitality.................................................................  14
Biblical and Theological Sources for Hospitality.................  15

The Old Testament.......................................................  17
Jesus and the New Testament .....................................  21
The Decline of Hospitality........................................... 29

3. THE ASSIMILATION SYSTEM.................................... 33

Forty Years of Decline............................................................. 33
Examining the Old Assimilation System ............................... 35
A New Assimilation System: The Purpose and Assumptions 37

iv



V

Assimilation Overview ............................................................ 39
Step One: From First-Time Guest to Second-Time Guest 40 
Step Two: From Second-Time Guest to Regular Attender 44
Step Three: From Regular Attender to M em ber  47

Measures of Success and Growth ........................................... 49

4. LISTENING TO THE VOICES ...................................................  50

Surveying the Congregation ...................................................  50
Analyzing the Church’s Responses .......................................  50
A Roundtable Discussion......................................................... 63

5. BECOMING THE CHURCH.......................................................  67

Conclusion: A Personal Perspective.....................................  67
Conclusion: The Future o f Buckhead B aptist......................  70
Conclusion: Final Thoughts...................................................  72

APPENDICES ................................................................................................... 76

A INFORMED CONSENT FO R M .............................................. 76

B BUCKHEAD BAPTIST CONNECTION CARD................... 78

C FIRST-TIME GUEST C A R D ................................................... 79

D ONE MONTH FOLLOW-UP LETTER..................................  80

E SECOND-TIME GUEST EMAIL ...........................................  82

F BUCKHEAD BAPTIST MEMBERSHIP COVENANT  83

G INSTRUCTIONS FOR SURVEY............................................ 85

H SURVEY.....................................................................................  86

I FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS ...............................................  91

BIBLIOGRAPHY.............................................................................................  92



LIST OF FIGURES

FIGURE

1. Purpose Driven Church Model .....................................................  38

2. Three-Step Assimilation M odel....................................................  38

vi



LIST OF GRAPHS

GRAPH

1. Responses to Question One ........................................................... 51

2. Responses to Question T w o ........................................................... 52

3. Responses to Question T hree........................................................  53

4. Responses to Question F iv e ........................................................... 54

5. Responses to Question S ix ............................................................. 55

6. Responses to Question Seven .......................................................  56

7. Responses to Question Eight ........................................................  57

8. Responses to Question Nine .........................................................  58

9. Responses to Question T e n ............................................................ 59

10. Responses to Question E leven......................................................  60

11. Responses to Question Twelve .....................................................  61

12. Responses to Question Thirteen....................................................  62

13. Responses to Question Fifteen......................................................  63

vii



LIST OF APPENDICES

APPENDICES

A. Informed Consent F orm ................................................................ 73

B. Buckhead Baptist Connection C ard ............................................. 75

C. First-Time Guest Card .................................................................. 76

D. One Month Follow-up L etter.......................................................  77

E. Second-Time Guest E m ail...........................................................  79

F. Buckhead Baptist Membership Covenant...................................  80

G. Instructions for Survey.................................................................. 82

H. Survey ............................................................................................  83

I. Focus Group Questions................................................................. 88

viii



ABSTRACT

RONALD WILLIAM HANDLON
A CASE STUDY OF THE GUEST-ASSIMILATION SYSTEM AT BUCKHEAD 
BAPTIST CHURCH, ATLANTA, GEORGIA 
(Under the direction of LARRY L. MCSWAIN)

This project, in case-study form, seeks to answer the question, “Is it possible to 

reverse the course of a church on the brink of death?” This case-study examines the old 

assimilation system of Buckhead Baptist Church in light o f a newly designed and 

implemented assimilation system over the course of nine months. Following the analysis 

and implementation of this new assimilation system, a congregational survey will be 

distributed to the members, regular attenders, and guests o f Buckhead Baptist Church in 

order to gauge their perspectives of the new system. Complementing the survey data 

collected, a roundtable discussion involving a dozen lay leaders and new members will 

ensue on the merits and/or deficits of this new assimilation system. A concluding chapter 

will not only summarize the findings and the current position of the church but also 

investigate any future implications that this study has inspired.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Buckhead Baptist Church was at its height of prominence in the mid-1960s. The 

church was at near capacity, with the sanctuary seating 300 plus and a membership of 

nearly 600. Flash-forward to 2008 and the church is at its lowest point with a dying 

congregation and a Sunday attendance of forty. This year brought in a new senior pastor 

and with it a hope for the future. Three fast-paced years ensued where building projects 

and ministerial changes took place, all in an effort to grow the church.

Despite these efforts, at the beginning of 2011 we had declined even further and 

were averaging fewer than forty people during our Sunday morning worship hour. There 

was no growth, no excitement, and little tangible evidence of good leadership. So what 

was the problem? The location of the church (and the occasional confusion with Andy 

Stanley’s Buckhead Church) allowed the church to experience its fair share o f visitors. 

But why were these first-time visitors not returning for a second time? What was the 

church doing, or not doing, to engage these visitors?

In the summer of 2011,1 decided that the assimilation system of Buckhead 

Baptist Church was a major culprit in preventing the church from ever engaging these 

first-time visitors. With the problem now situated, the goal then became to fix the pre

existing assimilation system in hopes of improving the assimilation ratio at Buckhead

1
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Baptist Church. This project, in case-study form, seeks to evaluate the pre-existent 

assimilation system' in light of the newly “redeemed” system, noting its results over a 

nine month time span (September 2011-May 2012). A survey of the congregation and 

the resulting data will enable the author to gauge the new assimilation system’s impact on 

Buckhead Baptist Church. This survey data will be supplemented by a roundtable 

discussion where key church lay-leaders and new members, those joining over this nine- 

month span, will discuss their views of the new system. The final chapter of the project, 

while acting as a summary, will also entail a future-oriented perspective on new avenues 

and possibilities involved in the assimilation system and related systems in the church in 

terms of church growth and health.

Background of the Problem 

Imagine the nerves, uncertainty, and down-right fear of a rookie ambulance 

paramedic out on his first nightly run. Now imagine his first pickup is an elderly man on 

the brink of death. This rookie paramedic, as green as they come, eagerly begins a quick 

barrage of the lifesaving skills he learned in school. Despite his efforts he cannot get the 

victim to respond. Not to be deterred, he breaks out the paddles, hoping to charge some 

life back into his patient. But his hope is short lived, for the pulse continues to weaken. 

The rookie desperately looks to his more veteran counterparts for advice; they tell him 

that some people are beyond saving and sometimes it is better to just let them go.

1 The assimilation system is defined as the way in which a church incorporates first
time visitors into second-time visitors and second-time visitors into regular attenders and 
regular attenders into fully committed members of the church.
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Unconvinced, the rookie paramedic continues to beat upon the chest of this dying man, 

hoping, praying, and desperately believing that he can save this one life.

In a lot of ways the image of that rookie paramedic fits my first encounter in 

ministry. My first position after seminary was serving as the associate pastor of 

Buckhead Baptist Church for two years. During those two years I assisted the senior 

pastor, who had long ago decided to simply let the patient live out his last years in 

comfort and peace. This pastor once remarked that he promised the people of the church 

that he would never try to change them. While I bristled under this type of leadership, I 

was content to preach and teach without rocking the boat. All that changed in 2008 when 

I became the senior pastor. It was then that I most resembled this rookie paramedic as I 

began to beat upon the fast fading chest of a dying church.

For three years I led the church, and I use that term loosely, for the reality is I did 

not know how to lead. To be sure, I thought I knew how to lead but like most rookie 

pastors I simply muddied the water, splashed around a bit and thought I was making a 

difference. Under my leadership we began a massive overhaul of our property, our 

image, and our ministry. We changed our logo, installed a new church sign, and replaced 

our sanctuary doors, windows, and steeple. We took the literal chains and locks that 

secured our doors and installed new panic ware in their stead. We put down new flooring 

throughout the church and installed new ceiling tiles and light fixtures. Projectors and 

screens were installed in the sanctuary and fellowship hall. The children’s room, which 

was doubling as a storage room, was renovated and remodeled, with a second wing being 

added shortly thereafter. Mason and foundational work ensued on the exterior of the
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church and a new roof was put on the educational wing. Even the restrooms were 

demolished and remodeled.

We brought on a new music director, a new pianist, a children’s director (a newly 

created position), and ordained new deacons (a first in nearly a decade and an absolute 

first in terms of ordaining black deacons). We started practicing communion once a 

month, changed our order of worship, developed a church website (a first for the church), 

started a college scholarship program for high school graduates, and strengthened our ties 

and financial support to McAfee School of Theology and the Cooperative Baptist 

Fellowship, all the while continuing to distance ourselves from the Southern Baptist 

Convention.

In 2010, we reached a five-year lease agreement with the Cambridge International 

Preschool allowing them to lease out our top floor, an advantageous financial agreement 

for our church. We leased our back ball field to two different organizations, Peachtree 

Presbyterian Church and Northside Youth Organization, for various sports activities. We 

further parted ways with an Adventist congregation who had leased our sanctuary on 

Saturday mornings for the past nine years, all in an effort to grow the church.

In June 2011, a year after I had successfully thwarted an attempted coup of my 

leadership by a handful of deacons, we hired a fulltime associate pastor of missions and 

outreach. Incidentally, he was also the first black minister our church has ever known.

We gained some members, we lost some members, and by the summer of 2011 we were 

right back where we started in 2008 with an average Sunday attendance of forty people 

and a church on the brink of death. That is when this rookie paramedic stopped, no more
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beating upon the chest, no more charging the paddles. Three years of emergency CPR 

had left me mentally, physically, and spiritually exhausted. Begrudgingly I decided to 

take the advice of my more experienced counterparts and let simply the patient die.

That is when something miraculous happened. By September 2011,1 was back at 

it with a renewed sense of passion and vision for the church. I wish I could say this 

change was a result of my own fortitude and stubbornness. But alas, it had nothing to do 

with me. Instead, God began to take control and in so doing led me to new sources of 

inspiration and enlightenment that had long escaped my understanding. Today our 

church has grown by more than forty percent with an average Sunday attendance of over 

seventy people.

Demographics of Atlanta Georgia and North Fulton County

The Buckhead area the church calls home is a diverse and multi-cultural 

landscape. Condos and houses, on both sides of the luxury spectrum, are situated in the 

community around the church. The community is a metropolitan/suburban neighborhood 

with large chain stores and restaurants intermingling with residences. The economic 

climate is likewise a mixed bag with those of means and wealth sitting among those on 

the living poverty line. The church’s closest neighbor is a giant apartment complex (Post 

Chastain Apts.), where the spectrum of race, wealth, and social standing is likewise 

broad.

According to data collected in 2010, the total population of the immediate area2 

around the church is 25,807. This populace is 51.7% men and 48.3% women. The

2 The immediate area is defined as the zip code that the church finds itself within.
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median age is 31.6, with those over 65 years o f age making up 8.8%. The racial 

dynamics are Caucasian 77.6%, Hispanic or Latino 17.6%, African American 7.3%, and 

10.7% classified as “some other race.” The average family size is 3.01, with 49% 

owning their house or apartment and 51% renting.

Ninety percent of the population has at least a high school diploma, with 61.4% 

having a Bachelor’s degree or higher. Forty-four percent of the population is married and 

25.6% of the populace speaks a language other than English at home. The 2010 median 

household income was $63,675, with only 5.5% of families below the poverty level.

Characteristics of Buckhead Baptist Church

Buckhead Baptist Church was constituted in 1926 under the name Calvary Baptist 

Church. In 1929, nearly half the church left to join a merger with Second Baptist Church 

and Ponce De Leon Avenue Baptist Church. The remaining members of Calvary Baptist 

purchased property shortly before the Depression hit. The church building was 

completed in 1935 at the comer of Roswell Road and Peachtree Road. The church 

remained at this location until 1959, when the church moved to its present location at 

4100 Roswell Road, NE, Atlanta. A year prior to the move, the church changed its name 

to Buckhead Baptist Church. Over the course of its life, the church has had twenty-six 

different pastors.

In 2008 the congregation consisted of a core group of individuals and families 

who asserted their control and dominance over the church. This core group was 

composed of white elderly men and women of moderate income and social standing and 

moderate-conservative to ultra-conservative theology. The church had been in steady



decline from a membership of 600 plus in 1966 to a membership roll that was well below 

one hundred in 2008, with an average Sunday attendance of less than forty.

During this time there was virtually no spiritual energy, no active involvement or 

participation, and definitely no authentic community apart from this core group of power 

brokers. The church deaconship, consisting of five men in their 60’s, 70’s and 80’s, was 

led by a chairman who controlled the church.3 Despite their long-tenured service and 

their deep familiarity with the church, age and apathy began to rob the deacons of their 

basic leadership and stewardship skills. Indeed, it was a congregation waiting, perhaps 

even hoping, to die.

Today the church is larger than it was three years ago, with an average Sunday 

attendance of over seventy people. Three of our five deacons have either died or given 

up any active involvement in leading the church. We have ordained four new deacons, 

two black males, one black female, and one white female. Having a person of color as a 

deacon was a first in our church. The current makeup of our church is diverse. While 

black and white members make up the bulk of our membership4, a small percentage of 

our members are classified as “others.” There is a renewed sense of purpose and 

excitement within the church.

Ministry Project Thesis Proposal Problem Statement

So what was the problem with Buckhead Baptist Church? Simply put, it was a 

dying church being led by an inept leader without the vision and leadership skills

3 It should be noted that considering the great instability of the pastoral position, it 
was paramount that the lay leaders, particularly the deacons, fill this leadership void.

4 Over the past year our black members began to outnumber our white members.
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necessary to revive it. Toward the end of the summer of 2011 two things changed for this 

inept leader.

The first thing that changed was my perception of my vocational call to pastor 

Buckhead Baptist Church. I assumed that God called me to be a pastor but not 

necessarily to be a pastor at Buckhead Baptist Church. I further assumed that my current 

ministry setting was simply a “starter-church”, one preparing me for real ministry at a 

real church. Little did I know that in God’s eyes there are no starter-churches. Once I 

put these ill-founded thoughts to bed, once my perception changed from called by God to 

pastor, to called by God to pastor Buckhead Baptist Church, God began to open my eyes 

and set loose the divine vision for our church within my heart.

The second thing that changed that summer of 2011 was that God began to direct 

and lead me to people and places that would have a drastic effect on my leadership and 

the subsequent growth of our church. One of those persons was Nelson Searcy, who 

pastors The Journey Church in New York City. Through my acquaintance with Searcy I 

began to see the church as an interwoven tapestry of systems. According to Searcy, the 

church is much like a body. Within this body there are eight major systems that must be 

healthy in order for the church to have sustained success and vitality. These eight 

systems include: 1) The Weekend System, 2) The Evangelism System, 3) The 

Assimilation System, 4) The Small Groups System, 5) The Ministry System, 6) The 

Stewardship System, 7) The Leadership System, and 8) The Strategic System.

In evaluating our church and its various systems, I came to see that the one system 

that needed immediate attention was our assimilation system. The average church



assimilation ratio is 1/20, meaning that for every twenty visitors one eventually becomes 

a church member.5 A healthy assimilation ratio is somewhere in the neighborhood of 1/5. 

Our church assimilation ratio was well below average and up until 2011 was declining in 

membership. So what was wrong with the current system and what could be done for it 

to regain its health and success? Beginning in September 2011,1 began to integrate what 

I believed would be a healthier assimilation system at Buckhead Baptist Church, a system 

that would enable us to grow and begin the road back to health and vitality.

Ministry Project Hypothesis 

After identifying the assimilation system as a major problem for Buckhead 

Baptist Church, we hypothesized that we could fix it by integrating healthier practices 

and routines. So I began the process of evaluating the various elements involved in the 

assimilation system and how best to serve our particular community and context. My 

hypothesis was that a healthy assimilation system would result in tangible church growth. 

The intent of this case study project involves analyzing the old assimilation system and 

its results in light of the new assimilation system and its results. These results will be 

evaluated and subsequently analyzed in light of a congregational survey and roundtable 

discussion. A final chapter will seek to address future avenues the church might pursue 

in perfecting the assimilation system and evaluating its related systems.

5 Nelson Searcy, Fusion: Turning First-Time Guest into Fully-Engaged Members o f  
Your Church (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 2007), 25.
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Ministry Project Methodology 

The proposed project is a case study of two assimilation systems and how each 

played out in terms of church hospitality, health, and growth. Following this case study 

and the resulting data collected, a survey will be used to gauge the congregation’s 

reactions and feelings towards this new system that is currently active at Buckhead 

Baptist Church. This survey will be supplemented with a roundtable discussion where a 

dozen key lay leaders and new members will discuss and share their take on this new 

system and its impact on the church. Once this data is collected, I will evaluate it in light 

of the case study and formulate thoughts and actions for future changes and success.

Chapter Content Summary 

The introduction will set the context of the paper within a case study format. 

Within this context, discussion will revolve around the ministerial setting, the ministry 

problem statement, and the proposed solutions and anticipated results. Chapter two will 

lay the groundwork for the biblical and theological meaning of hospitality that underpins 

the project. While the word “hospitality” only appears five times in the Bible, the spirit 

of hospitality can be seen throughout the Word. A theology of hospitality, a welcoming 

of the stranger, will be the theological and biblical backbone upon which this study will 

rest.

Chapter three will be an evaluation of the existing assimilation system and the 

newly remodeled system. Chapter four will situate and analyze the data collected in both 

the congregational survey and the roundtable discussion. Chapter five will act as a
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summary and further flesh out future-oriented goals and projects that this study has 

inspired.

Ministry Project Limitations and Assumptions 

The assimilation system is but one of eight systems in the church. By itself it is 

limited in its capacity to maintain stable growth. Due to the dictates of this project, I will 

be limited to discussing this one particular system, which will be evaluated in a nine- 

month window from September 2011 to May 2012. While this data is but a snap-shot of 

the new system, it is encouraging that the early stages are having so much success. This 

project will make a few assumptions, some of which will be defended in chapter two.

One such assumption is that church health and growth are inextricably intertwined with a 

theology of hospitality.

Furthermore, this newly integrated system is just that, a new system. Its impact 

for the future is expected to be even bigger than what we have witnessed so far. In 

addition, a healthy assimilation system has positive impacts on the other systems of the 

church.

Terms and Definitions 

While normative language will be used throughout this project, a few terms and 

definitions will need to be clarified. One such term is the word assimilation. Ron Jenson 

and Jim Stevens define assimilation as a process o f “absorption.” They define absorption 

as “the process by which people are taken into the life of the church and by which a
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strong sense of identity and belonging develops.”6 This process can often be assessed by 

what takes place during the “length of time between the first visit and the application for 

membership and complete commitment to the church.”7 Rick Warren sees assimilation 

as a “task of moving people from an awareness of your church to attendance at your 

church to active membership in your church.”8 Assimilation is the process of 

incorporating first-time visitors into committed members of the church.

The term visitor will not be used in this project. This term will be replaced with 

the word guest. The reasoning behind this is that a visitor is seen as someone who shows 

up unexpectedly and the desire is for them to leave as soon as possible. Guests on the 

other hand, are those you expect and you prepare for their arrival. Your desire is for 

them to stay as long as possible. It is this spirit of welcoming our guests and preparing 

for their visit that drives this project forward in hopes of arriving at a beautiful tomorrow 

where there are no more strangers in our midst.

6 Ron Jenson and Jim Stevens, Dynamics o f  Church Growth (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1981), 138.

7 Ibid., 139.

8 Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church: Growing without Compromising Your 
Message and Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 309.



CHAPTER 2

A BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION OF HOSPITALITY

Mention the word hospitality today and you are likely to hear talk of Martha 

Stewart, Walt Disney, or even the latest dinner party hosted by friends or family. Henri 

Nouwen, in his book Reaching Out, notes that hospitality typically brings to mind “tea 

parties, bland conversation and a general atmosphere of coziness.”1 Indeed, most of 

today’s chatter involving hospitality revolves around surface-level sentimentality where 

nice manners and appearances are the normative defining elements. This understanding 

of hospitality draws from a similarly distorted theological well that sees God as “simply a 

therapeutic nice guy who asks only that we be nice too.”2 Or as D. Stephen Long notes, 

“It is as if God has been reduced to a friendly character with open arms who meets us at 

the entrance to his magic kingdom, inviting us to come in and find our individual 

fulfillment.”3

The practice of hospitality has no connection to today’s practicing Christian 

Church. Indeed, the term hospitality has all but lost its place within the fabric of the

1 Henri J.M. Nouwen, Reaching Out: The Three Movements o f the Spiritual Life 
(New York: Image Books, 1966), 66.

2 L. Gregory Jones, Embodying Forgiveness: A Theological Analysis (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1995), 54.

3 D. Stephen Long, “God Is Not Nice,” in God Is Not..., ed. D. Brent Laytham 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2004), 44.
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Christian tradition today. Said another way, the term hospitality has lost its moral 

dimension and as a result its place of priority within the confines of church ministry. 

Christine D. Pohl, Professor of Church in Society at Asbury Theological Seminary, 

affirms this reality by saying that, “For the most part, the term ‘hospitality’ has lost its 

moral dimension and, in the process, most Christians have lost touch with the amazingly 

rich and complex tradition of hospitality.”4 Even where the practice of hospitality exists, 

the term hospitality is seldom used to describe the practice.

The question becomes, why and how did the practice of hospitality lose its place 

within the Christian tradition? How did a concept filled with such vitality and 

importance for both the Hebrew people and the early Christians simply disappear from 

the practicing church today? The hospitality we find in the Bible is seen as both a way of 

life for the early Israelites and as a central kingdom ethic for the early Christian church. 

The purpose of this chapter is to rediscover the biblical foundation of hospitality in hopes 

of resurrecting its practice in today’s Christian church.

Defining Hospitality

The word hospitality comes from the Latin noun hospitium, which itself is derived 

from hospes, a term meaning both guest and host.5 This meaning is undoubtedly 

influenced by the Greek word philoxenia, which literally means the “love of stranger.” 

The American Heritage Dictionary (1979) defines stranger as “one who is neither friend 

nor acquaintance,” or as “a foreigner, newcomer, or outsider.” Hospitality is the love of

4 Christine D. Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 4.

5 Mircea Eliade, Charles J. Adamns, et al, “Guest-Host.” Encyclopedia o f Religion 
(Provo, Utah: Macmillan Publishing, 1995), 1:471.
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strangers, something Peter describes in 1 Peter 4:9 saying, “Be hospitable to one another 

without complaining.”

Biblical and Theological Sources for Hospitality 

The significance of hospitality runs throughout the corpus of Scripture, both as a 

foundational pillar of identity in the Old Testament and as a central core belief in the 

New Testament. For the Hebrew people, their identity as people of God, under a 

covenant of blessing, entailed seeing themselves as reconciled strangers and sojourners as 

evidenced in Exodus 22:21, “You shall not wrong or oppress a resident alien, for you 

were aliens in the land of Egypt.” This identity marker created an obligation to welcome 

strangers in their midst. According to Michele Hershberger, this welcoming of the 

stranger was not only necessary for survival as the wandering traveler was at the mercy 

of his host, but that “the host had little chance to hear from the larger world except 

through the tales of the guest.”6 Thus hospitality in the ancient world was a mutually 

beneficial practice, benefitting both the stranger (or guest) and the host. Pohl sees Jesus 

as the embodiment of this guest/host paradigm. She notes that the intermingling of guest 

and host roles in the person of Jesus is evidenced by the fact that he both welcomes and 

needs welcome, he both requires that followers depend on him and provide hospitality.7

The Hebrew Bible is filled with example after example of hospitality being 

extended to strangers/aliens who suddenly become sacred guests. Classic examples are 

Abraham entertaining the three angels or strangers in Genesis 18, the Midian priest

6 Michele Hershberger, A Christian View o f Hospitality: Expecting Surprises 
(Scottdale, PA, 1999), 18.

7 Pohl, Making Room, 17.
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extending welcome to Moses in Exodus 2, Rahab permitting the spies of Joshua to stay 

with her in Joshua 2, and even Nehemiah practicing hospitality to a random trumpeter in 

Nehemiah 4. Similar examples are found within the New Testament. The Samaritan 

woman at the well extends hospitality to Jesus as she invites him to stay with her in John

4. Paul is shown hospitality by the apostles in Acts 9 and later in that same chapter Peter 

is welcomed and shown hospitality by Simon the tanner in Joppa.

A key biblical narrative that is used to reinforce hospitality as a foundational 

pillar of identity for the Hebrew people is the biblical account of Abraham hosting his 

three angelic visitors (Gen 18:1-15). In this Genesis account, Abraham welcomes three 

strangers who appear outside his tent, with great respect and honor. He, his wife Sarah, 

and his servant offered their guest a place to refresh and rest and went as far as preparing 

a lavish meal for them, a normative practice for any Near Eastern host.

As the story unfolds, the strangers are eventually identified as divine messengers 

from God and they bless Abraham by confirming that he and Sarah will bear a son in 

their old age. Even more, they warn Abraham of the imminent destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah. Both the confirmation of birth and the warning of destruction are only 

received within the context of hospitality to the stranger. This Genesis account likewise 

came to be a central narrative in the Christian tradition as seen through the exhortation of 

the writer of Hebrews, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that 

some have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb 13:2).

In sum, the practice of hospitality was/is a core belief of identity for both the early 

Hebrews and the early Christian church. This practice contributed to the early church’s
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development and furtherance. The early church was identified through the lens of 

hospitality, a transformational process where both stranger and host are changed. While 

the ancient world viewed hospitality as a pillar upon which the moral structure of society 

rested, addressing real physical needs, it also radically affirmed the high value and 

common humanity of both the least and greatest. Table fellowship, a key practice in the 

tradition of hospitality, furthered the equality, value, and dignity of all people. The early 

practice of hospitality was seen as a subversive act by the church, an act that protested 

societal barriers of gender, race, economic conditions, and citizenship status. This 

fundamental facet of hospitality as a moral statement was crucial to the growth and 

development of the early church.

The Old Testament

A thorough and in-depth analysis of the tradition of hospitality found within the 

Hebrew Bible goes beyond the confines of this chapter. However, a general swatch of 

the Old Testament literature is nevertheless necessary to help establish the vibrancy of 

the practice of hospitality within the Judeo-Christian tradition. As was mentioned early, 

hospitality in the Old Testament finds its beginning in the figure of Abraham. He is 

depicted as a nomadic stranger/sojourner in the land and his actions become the 

archetype for hospitality in Jewish culture (Exod 6:4; Deut 26:5-22; Ps 105:23).

In the Old Testament Law, the Israelites were continually reminded to remember 

what it was like to be aliens and orphans in the land of Egypt and how it felt to be 

strangers in the land (Gen 15:13; Exod 2:22, 18:3). Just as God welcomed and delivered 

the Israelites, so too he expects them to welcome and care for the orphans and aliens
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around them (Ex. 22:21, 23:9; Lev. 19:33-34; Deut. 10:19, 23:7). For the ancient 

Israelites, the practice of hospitality was founded on a deep moral precept that 

undergirded their identity as people of God. According to Pohl, “In addition to particular 

Old Testament stories which helped to shape the hospitality tradition, the overarching 

‘grand narrative’ of Israel’s history is crucial. Embedded within the covenant between 

God and Israel was Israel’s identity as an alien and its related responsibility to sojourners 

and strangers.”8 It should be noted that the OT Law does seem to make a distinction 

between “hospitable aliens” and “inhospitable aliens.” In other words, there were aliens 

and strangers, such as the Canaanites, whose practices were hostile to God (Deut 12:30- 

32, 18:9-14,20:18,29:16-18) and as such hospitality was not extended to them.

The practice of hospitality (and lack thereof) is also seen within the historical 

books of the OT (Judges-Chronicles). These books present us with both the blessings of 

practicing hospitality and the curses of refusing it. One example of hospitality being 

practiced is the story of widow Zarephath, who offers bread to the starving Elijah in 

1 Kings 17. Two notable occurrences take place in this story. The first is the fact that it is 

God who directly commands the widow to offer hospitality to Elijah. This reality is 

important because it reveals God’s heart and intention for hospitable provision for his 

chosen nation. This is the same God who fed his people with heavenly manna during the 

exodus and wilderness wanderings and further directs them to a land flowing with milk 

and honey. The very character of God is revealed as a hospitable character. The second 

notable occurrence in this story is the fact that the widow obeys despite her and her son’s 

own desperate need for food. As the story continues, the widow prepares food for Elijah

8 Pohl, Making Room, 27.



19

with the remaining flour and oil and much to her surprise the flour and oil never go 

empty during the drought in the land thus enabling her to feed herself and her son. Such 

is the blessing of hospitality that is received by the widow. A further blessing is given to 

the woman when her son becomes ill and dies and Elijah miraculously returns him to life. 

Apart from the context of hospitality such a blessing would not have been possible, for 

Elijah would never have been a guest in the widow’s home.

Another notable story involving the practice of hospitality and subsequent 

blessings is the ministry of Elisha in 2Kings 4. As the story unfolds, a well-to-do woman 

offers abundant hospitality to Elisha. As a result of her hospitality, the woman is blessed 

with a child. And at the end of the chapter Elisha becomes the host of hospitality by 

feeding one hundred men during a great famine in the land.

Throughout these stories we see the interplay of both the divine and human 

faithfulness to the call of hospitality. Even more importantly, these stories take place 

during difficult times when hospitality would be easy to postpone until better days 

returned. But such is the call of the hospitable God of the Old Testament, and 

faithfulness to such a God is often seen best in times of human frailty and desperation.

But stories of faithfulness as evidenced by the practice of hospitality are 

nevertheless greatly outweighed by stories of unfaithfulness in the Old Testament. A 

primarily example is seen in Nathan’s use of a hospitality parable to pronounce judgment 

on David’s adulterous and ultimately murderous acts (2 Sam 12:4). Also the command to 

not be hospitable with idols and detestable practices is often ignored by the Israelites and 

they ultimately and repeatedly succumb to idol worship and ungodly practices. At one
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point things become so bad that King Manasseh of Judah is said to have led the nation 

into greater evil than any other pagan nation that had been destroyed by God for their 

iniquities (2 Kgs 21). The important distinction here is that God commanded 

inhospitality toward the enemies of God and the people instead welcomed them and their 

practices. And where God commanded hospitality toward those in his kingdom 

(including prophets and divine messengers), the people demonstrated inhospitality (Neh 

9:32). Far too much of the Old Testament gives the negative example of hospitality, 

where inhospitality was shown to those faithful to God and hospitality was given to those 

who chose to actively challenge the Law of God. In her book Good Fences: The 

Boundaries o f  Hospitality, Caroline A. Westerhoff notes the need for hospitality to have 

boundaries saying, “To include goes beyond a willingness to welcome, to receive. Rather, 

it means to take in as a member or a part of the whole. If anyone and everyone are too 

easily included, we are saying in effect that anything goes.”9

God’s desire for his people to welcome the aliens around them is reinforced 

throughout the post-exilic period (Zech 7:10). Yet again we find abuses and inhospitality 

the dominant motif within this period as Malachi laments the continued abuse of ‘aliens’ 

(Mai 3:5). Even Ezra gives a lengthy account of how hospitably fraternizing with those 

who oppose God’s Law is frowned upon rather than celebrated (Ezra 9). Hospitality was 

not a simplistic notion that could be applied without a second’s thought. Instead, the Old 

Testament shows us that on the one hand strangers should not just simply be ignored 

while on the other hand they should not simply be welcomed without discernment.

9 Caroline A. Westerhoff, Good Fences: The Boundaries o f Hospitality (New 
York: Morehouse Publishing, 1999), 29.
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Welcoming strangers without proper discernment often led to tragic results for the Jewish 

nation. The Old Testament’s picture of hospitality is not only that of caring and 

providing, but also acts as an instrument of discipleship for both guest and host, often 

worked out within the context of community. Taken seriously, hospitality allowed the 

guest and host to be conformed more closely to God’s Law and as a result, faithfulness to 

God’s covenant would increase. Deviating from this Old Testament framework of 

hospitality resulted in infidelity and considerable abuse and mistreatment of others.

Jesus and the New Testament 

Jesus plays a fluid role between that of a stranger and that of a host throughout the 

gospels. He enters the world as a stranger and even refers to himself as a stranger. The 

author of the gospel of John says that the world did not recognize him (John 1:10). The 

world did not recognize Jesus and for all intents and purposes considered him a stranger. 

One might even suggests that Jesus’ birth in the gospel of Matthew is furthered evidence 

of him being a stranger, this time a stranger to his own parents. Further, Jesus himself 

states that “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no 

place to lay his head” (Matt 8:20). And yet he was the ultimate host, both in small 

instances (Luke 10:38-42) and in the grand narrative of the gospel (John 3:16).

Jesus’ ministry continues this ‘stranger role’ as he identified himself with 

strangers of the world. Perhaps the most central New Testament story that undergirds 

hospitality as key tenant of belief is Matthew 25:34-46. Indeed, this narrative acts for the 

New Testament as the Genesis 18 narrative acts for the Old Testament. Kingdom of God
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conduct revolved around the practice of hospitality. It is here in Matthew 25 that Jesus 

says:

Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my 
Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of 
the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and 
you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed 
clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison 
and you came to visit me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did 
we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 
When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe 
you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ The King will 
reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers 
of mine, you did for me.’ Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, 
you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For 
I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me 
nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes 
and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after 
me.’ They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a 
stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?’ He will 
reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, 
you did not do for me.’ Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the 
righteous to eternal life.10

Matthew’s narrative shows Jesus as one who identifies himself with strangers. Further, it

suggests that service to strangers is equated with service to Christ himself. Finally, we

should note that the blessing for being hospitable to strangers is kingdom of God

inheritance, while the curse for being inhospitable to strangers is eternal punishment. In

sum, the radical claim of Jesus is that hospitality to the weak, to the least of these, is a

defining mark of a genuine disciple. Indeed, the practice of hospitality is a character trait

of those who live and participate within God’s kingdom. On the other side, those who

neglect the least of these, the strangers in their midst, are living in opposition to God’s

10 All scripture citations are from the New Revised Standard Version unless 
otherwise noted.
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kingdom and the kingdom ethic of Matthew 25. This teaching was in contrast and direct 

opposition to the early first-century societal norms.

Not only is Jesus the stranger in the accounts of the gospels but he is seen as the 

guest as well. And as such, the importance of hospitality becomes central in the life of 

Jesus and his disciples, for they were sojourners themselves (Matt. 8:20, Lk. 9:58). One 

particularly insightful story is found in Luke’s account (Luke 10:38-42) of Jesus visiting 

the house of Martha and Mary (though it seems clear that the house is Martha’s). As the 

story begins, Jesus and his disciples need a place to stay and food to eat. Martha and 

Mary gladly open their home and welcome Jesus with open arms. Such acts of 

hospitality were not only essential for survival but quite often they created space for 

Jesus’ teaching and preaching, whereby he became the host.

As Jesus and his disciples are welcomed into the house, Martha begins a frenzied 

pace of preparing the house and meal for her guests. As the consummate host, Martha 

believed her distracted busyness was required and necessary to perform her requisite 

duties as host. After all, Jesus and his disciples were hungry and to neglect any stranger, 

let alone Jesus, was a grave breach in the moral code of hospitality. Martha begins to get 

overwhelmed with all the preparations, especially in light of Mary’s apparent laziness. 

Mary was simply sitting at Jesus’ feet not lifting a hand to help Martha prepare the meal. 

Martha eventually expresses her anger to Jesus saying, “Lord, do you not care that my 

sister has left me to do all the work by myself?” (Luke 10:40). Expecting Jesus’ 

sympathetic response, Martha is surprised when Jesus instead says, “Martha, Martha, you
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are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has 

chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:41-42).

Hershberger sums up Martha’s dilemma and ultimate failure saying, “Martha was 

so concerned about the kind of hospitality she wanted to provide Jesus that she became 

inhospitable herself. In her grand moment of welcoming, she became a barrier to that 

very welcome.”11 Said another way, Martha forgot the guest. In her desperate desire to 

be the best host possible and prepare the best meal for Jesus, Martha broke the number 

one rule of hospitality and asked her guest to intervene in a family matter, forgetting that 

Jesus was the guest.

Another example of Jesus inhabiting the role of guest in the gospels is found in 

Luke 7:37-50 where Jesus is invited to dinner at the home of a Pharisee. As the narrative 

unfolds, a sinful woman proceeds to wash Jesus’ feet, causing the host (the Pharisee) to 

take offense. Jesus tells his Pharisee host that the woman has upheld the rules of 

hospitality and honored Jesus in the process, while the Pharisee has greatly disrespected 

Jesus, the guest, by neglecting virtually every hospitality custom of the day. As a result 

of her hospitality, the sinful woman’s sins are forgiven

The fluidity of Jesus as stranger/guest and host continue throughout the gospel 

accounts. One such instance is found in Jesus’ feeding of the 5000 (Matt 13:13-21; Mark 

6:30-44; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-14). Several important developments occur within this 

narrative. First, hospitality is extended to the crowds without regard for their spiritual 

condition or any other distinctive. Not everyone in the crowd would eventually follow 

after Jesus. Despite this reality, Jesus extends hospitality to them anyway. We see this

11 Hershberger, A Christian View o f  Hospitality, 23.
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same development in John 13 as Jesus washes his disciples’ feet, including Judas who 

would go on to betray him.

Second, Jesus uses this context of hospitality to teach the crowds of his identity, 

namely that he is the great Host, the Bread of Life (John 6:35-40,48-51). Just as God fed 

the ancient Hebrews with heavenly manna, so too now, through Christ, God offers the 

bread of heaven to any who would come. Jesus, as the Host, provides tangible bread to 

fill the stomachs of the people, yet this bread further points to an even greater 

understanding of Jesus as the one who offers the bread of life that gives eternal life. 

Finally, the feeding of the 5000 is simply an amazing, miraculous event that was a 

surprise and divine blessing to the multitude. This reinforces the element of divine 

surprise and blessing within the context of hospitality. Within the framework of 

hospitality runs a supernatural outflowing of God’s divine Spirit.

Another key narrative, perhaps most significant of all, is the Last Supper (Matt. 

26:17-30; Mark 14:12-26; Luke 22:7-38). Once again, Jesus extends his hospitality to all 

those sitting around the table, including the one who would later betray him. The new 

covenant is given during the meal itself; Jesus offers his body and blood as sacraments of 

the new covenant. Further, the meal itself gives simple testimony to Jesus’ desire to 

share in table fellowship with his friends. Finally, Jesus’ example of a humble host 

undergirds the true understanding of hospitality, where the host chooses to serve rather 

than to be served.

Two narratives within the gospels show prime examples of the fluidity of Jesus’ 

role as stranger/guest and host. The first is Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman
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(John 4). As the story unfolds, Jesus approaches the Samaritan woman and asks for a 

drink. Jesus’ role in this context of hospitality is that of the stranger or guest, while the 

woman plays the role of the host. Recalling the Genesis 18 narrative, one could rightly 

say that in this story Jesus acts the part o f the angelic strangers while the woman 

embodies Abraham himself as she first gives him a drink and ultimately invites him and 

his disciples to be her guests for two days. It is the outsiders, the Samaritans, who 

embody the ancient tenets of hospitality passed on by Abraham.

Once again, Jesus’ place within the context of hospitality is fluid and his initial 

guest role turns to that of a host as he offers the Samaritan woman living water. Even 

more, Jesus invites the Samaritan woman, a people (not to mention a gender) long 

excluded from temple worship, into a truer form of worship. As the story concludes both 

the woman, and later the Samaritan community, receive the gift of hospitality offered by 

Jesus and as such are welcomed into the kingdom of God.

The second narrative is the Emmaus story found in the gospel of Luke (Luke 24). 

Jesus is the resurrected Christ and he appears to two of his followers on the road to 

Emmaus. As the story unfolds, the two followers do not recognize their travelling 

companion as Jesus despite the fact that Jesus teaches them along the way. As the 

evening approaches, the two followers, playing the role of the host, insist that Jesus stay 

with them as their guest, an invitation that Jesus accepts. Jesus’ role as guest is short

lived as he takes on the role of host during the table fellowship by giving thanks, 

breaking the bread, and serving the meal (Luke 24:30). It is here that the two followers 

finally recognize who Jesus really is and at that moment he disappears. It is significant
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that the author of Luke intentionally links the opening of their eyes to Jesus breaking the 

bread. This link seems to indicate the importance of hospitality in the recognition of 

truth. Further, it demonstrates that Jesus’ role as guest can never be disconnected from 

his role as host. Once again, it is in the context of hospitality that blessing, and in this 

case understanding, takes place. Jesus’ fluid role as the stranger/guest and the host is a 

constant presence within the gospels. While the role of stranger/guest are readily evident 

in the life of Jesus, the divine nature of who he is, the Host, is never far away.

The most important location for hospitality in the New Testament according to 

Pohl was households. “The church was a new household, God’s household, and believers 

became family to one another. Early Christian hospitality was offered from within this 

overlap of household and church.”12 Such hospitality seems to have propelled the church 

forward, enabling its growth and vitality. In fact, the primarily task of the church was to 

share the gospel, an act that was inextricably intertwined with hospitality. During the 

narrative accounts of Jesus sending the disciples (Matt 10:5-42; Mark 6:7-13; Luke 9:2-6, 

10:1-17) there is an emphasis on the disciples partaking in hospitality, that is entering 

homes and enjoying table fellowship with hosts who receive them. Further, the disciples 

are instructed by Jesus to take no money with them, for the hospitality of their hosts, with 

whom they are called to share the gospel, is taken as a given.

The integral nature of the practice of hospitality to the growth of the early church 

is clearly seen in the book of Acts. In Acts 10:24-48 we see Peter as a guest in the house 

of Cornelius. It is during this time of hospitality that Peter shares the gospel (a fluidity of 

guest/host) and is blessed in a supernatural way as God’s Spirit visits the house and as a

12 Pohl, Making Room, 42.
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result the Gentiles are saved and baptized. Despite their differences, Peter and Cornelius 

partake of the practice of hospitality and as a result God’s salvation is extended and the 

gospel spreads. Throughout the book of Acts hospitality is shown time and time again to 

Paul, and it is through this context that divine blessing occurs and the growth of the 

church continues.

The New Testament churches also operated on a similar duality of hospitality as 

seen in the Old Testament. In other words, there is both a welcome and a rejection 

depending on the particularities of the situation. As the church begins to grow, questions 

of identity and cautions of false teachings are a concern. For example, in the letters of 

John we see the Elder giving instructions to a local church not to welcome certain 

teachers who are spreading false doctrines. We see further instruction to be inhospitable 

in 2 Timothy 3:6 and Titus 1:1. As was seen in the Old Testament Law, the contours of 

hospitality are never simplistic; rather, one must be discerning and thoughtful instead of 

indiscriminately welcoming whoever shows up at your doorstep. The early church was 

rightly concerned about its budding identity and while encouraged to welcome the 

stranger, it was a discerning welcoming. Elizabeth Newman notes that while Jesus 

welcomes sinners, tax collectors and outcasts, his inclusivity is not without 

expectations.13 For instance, Jesus’ welcome and ultimate forgiveness of the woman 

caught in adultery is not done without an expectation of her “going and sinning no more.”

13 Elizabeth Newman, Untamed Hospitality: Welcoming God and Other Strangers 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2007), 31.
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The Decline of Hospitality 

Throughout the formation and development of the Christian tradition, the imagery 

of being a stranger in this world has been dominant. Early Christian writers often 

referred to God’s command to the ancient Hebrews to welcome the strangers and aliens 

because they too were once strangers and aliens in the land of Egypt. St. Augustine 

serves as a prime examples with these words, “You take in some stranger, whose 

companion in the way you yourself also are, for we are all strangers. This person is a 

Christian who, even in his own house and in his own country, acknowledges himself to 

be a stranger.”14

During the fourth and fifth century, hospitality begins to shift in terms of its

place within the church. Up until this point, the practice of hospitality was seen as an

exemplary mark in the church. In fact, Emperor Julian (A.D. 362) in his attempt to

reestablish Hellenic religion in the empire instructed the high priest of the Hellenic faith

to imitate Christian concern for strangers.15 Instructing the high priests, Julian says:

For it is disgraceful that, when no Jew ever has to beg, and the impious Galilaeans 
[Christians] support not only their own poor but ours as well, all men see that our 
people lack aid from us. Teach those of the Hellenic faith to contribute to public 
service of this sort.16

14 St. Augustine, quoted in Reinhard Hutter, “Hospitality and Truth: The 
Disclosure of Practices in Worship and Doctrine,” In Practicing Theology: Beliefs and 
Practices in Christian Life, ed. Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 218.

15 Pohl, Making Room, 43.

16 The Works o f  the Emperor Julian, LCL, vol. 3, pp. 67-71.
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As a result of their exemplarily work in hospitality, Christians begin to establish hospitals 

to care for strangers and the poor. While these establishments are seen as a good and 

positive development, they slowly begin to institutionalize the practice of hospitality into 

specialized areas. This was in contrast to Chrysostom’s exhortations that hospitality 

should be personal and not left to churches or institutions.17

The rise of monasticism further conspired to the loss o f hospitality as a primarily 

function within the church. To be sure, the fundamental essence of Christian hospitality 

was upheld and embodied within the walls of the growing monasteries, as evidenced by 

the Rule of Benedict being the rule for monastic life. Nevertheless, as hospitals and 

monasteries grew, so too did the loss of hospitality as a central act within the church.

This eroding of hospitality within the church continued through the medieval 

period, with care becoming more impersonal and specialized.18 Furthermore, hospitality 

became more and more a form of entertainment and display of power by the household of 

bishops and lay aristocrats.19 As Pohl rightly observes, “By the end of the Middle Ages, 

two trajectories of hospitality—hospitality as material care for strangers and the local 

poor and hospitality as personal welcome and entertainment— had developed along

J Olargely separate tracks.”

17 Chrysostom, Homily 45 on Acts, NPNF1, vol. 11, p. 277.

18 The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 7 (New York: The Gilmary Society, 1910), s.v. 
“Hospitals,” by James J. Walsh, pp. 481-83.

19 Felicity Heal, “The Archbishops of Canterbury and the Practice of Hospitality,” 
Journal o f  Ecclesiastical History 33 (Oct. 1982): 551.

20 Pohl, Making Room, 51.
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Both Martin Luther and John Calvin attempted to reclaim hospitality as a central 

tenant of Christian identity in the sixteenth-century. Calvin asserted that welcoming 

needy strangers was the most sacred kind of hospitality.21 Despite this, both Luther and 

Calvin saw hospitality as strictly a practice of civic leaders and godly Christian families, 

with no element of divine surprise or blessing. Pohl notes that “Although the reformers 

acknowledged that hospitality was a ‘sacred’ act, they allowed no sacred space for it.”

The practice of hospitality was later taken up by John Wesley with his emphasis 

on early church and patristic institutional models. The interesting thing about Wesley is 

that though he embodied the practice of hospitality, he never identified his work as 

“hospitality.” This neglect further contributed to the loss of the historical tradition of 

hospitality.

What was once a central mark of identity for the ancient Israelites and a core 

element of faith for the early church has become a watered down form of hospitality as 

seen in the Ritz Carltons and Disney Worlds of the world. Little trace of genuine 

hospitality, at least in terms of its historical place and practice, is to be found in the 

practicing church of today. To be sure, Jesus continues to be the central figure for 

today’s Christian church, but he is a figured stripped of any shred of hospitality. Viewing 

Jesus apart from the practice of hospitality gives an incomplete and faulty image. One 

might even say that such a Jesus sits at the table of fellowship bereft of bread and wine, 

body and blood.

21 John Calvin, Commentary on the Gospel According to John, vol. 1 (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1949), 15-16.

22 Pohl, Making Room, 53.
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The purpose of this chapter sought to show the central place for the practice of 

hospitality with the Old Testament and the New Testament. Further, this chapter sought 

to touch on the slow demise of hospitality throughout the ages. As modem hospitals and 

care institutions became more widespread and churches became more internally focused, 

the spirit of hospitality and the practice thereof has all but disappeared from today’s 

church. Only by recognizing the grim reality before us and seeking to recapture the 

practice of genuine hospitality found within the Scriptures, can we ever hope to revive 

both our churches and our spirits. To do anything other is to live in opposition to God’s 

kingdom.



CHAPTER 3 

THE ASSIMILATION SYSTEM 

Forty Years of Decline 

Buckhead Baptist Church was originally instituted as Calvary Baptist Church on 

December 12, 1926. On January 2, 1927, Dr. J. H. Fuller was called as the first pastor. 

Two years later division and conflict within the church resulted in a split where half the 

congregation left to join a merger between Second Baptist Church and Ponce De Leon 

Avenue Baptist Church. The remaining members of Calvary Baptist Church purchased 

property shortly before the Depression hit and in 1935 the church building was completed 

at the comer of Roswell Road and Peachtree Road. On August 4, 1954 Reverend Herbert 

E. Hyde was called as pastor and in 1959 the church relocated to its present location at 

4100 Roswell Road, NE, Atlanta. A year prior to the move, the church changed its name 

to Buckhead Baptist Church.

The church reached its height of ministerial prominence in the 1960’s with a 

membership of nearly 600 in 1965. It is no coincidence that during this time the position 

of pastor was its most stable. Reverend Herbert E. Hyde, who led the church during this 

time, became the longest tenured pastor the church has ever known, serving just over 

twelve years as pastor. By 1966 Reverend Hyde had stepped down as pastor and for the 

next forty years the church would become a revolving door at its most important position, 

the office of the pastor. For twenty seven years the average pastoral stay was just over

33
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two years, with the longest tenured pastor staying for slightly more than four years. Over 

the course of its life, the church has had twenty six different pastors.

In 1994, after the current pastor had been asked to step down, the church elected 

to promote its minister of music, Reverend Posey L. Starkey, to the position of pastor.

The arrangement the church decided upon was to allow Reverend Starkey to continue in 

his capacity as minister of music while also becoming the official pastor of the church, 

albeit without any preaching or teaching duties.1 From 1994 to 2006, the church elected 

to call temporary Sunday preachers, some staying for as long as a year, to do all the 

teaching and preaching. From April 1994 to June 1, 2006, the church saw thirty seven 

Sunday preachers behind its pulpit. In January of 2006,1 became one of those Sunday 

preachers and for half a year occupied the role of Sunday preacher. In June of 2006 I 

became the associate pastor of Buckhead Baptist Church, continuing in my teaching and 

preaching duties. Two years later I was unanimously elected to become the new senior 

pastor of the church, thus signaling an end to the experiment of a pastor without a 

preaching voice. As my pastoral position nears year five, I have become the second 

longest tenured pastor the church has known.

I must note that my place as second longest tenured pastor is somewhat debatable 

due to the fact that Reverend Starkey was with the church for fourteen years. But 

Reverend Starkey’s fourteen years were broken into smaller pieces where he served in 

different ministerial capacities and never took on the preaching and teaching duties o f the 

pastor, which I see as an essential, if not central, element of the pastoral office.

1 This position is often considered the Executive Pastor in many churches.
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In 2008 the church was at its lowest point, both in terms of membership numbers 

and active participation. Sunday attendance was in the forties and church apathy was at 

an all-time high. As the new senior pastor I struggled to understand my call to this 

particular church and how to best serve them as pastor. The retiring pastor, Reverend 

Starkey, cautioned me to bid my time and not try to change too much too quickly.

Further complicating my task was that the majority of our members did not feel any great 

need to change or grow. To be sure, they said all the right words and lauded the fact that 

they brought on a young senior pastor to grow the church. But their actions told another 

story, a story where the new pastor would simply lead them to the grave and not rock the 

boat.

Examining the Old Assimilation System

In the summer of 2011 I decided a change in the church’s assimilation system 

needed to be made. As noted in chapter one, assimilation is a process of absorption 

whereby people are taken into the life of the church and develop a sense of fellowship 

and ownership. This process focuses on enabling first-time guests to return for a second 

time and second-time guests to become regular attenders. Ultimately, the end goal is to 

help regular attenders become committed members of the church.

In examining the assimilation system in place at our church, I found it to be sorely 

lacking on several levels. While first time guests were welcomed from time to time, they 

were neglected more so than not. The first level of neglect occurred when our guests 

would drive in to our parking lot and not know exactly which door to enter. While our
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church is not a huge campus filled with confusing mazes, it is nonetheless a large 

building and the dearth of adequate signage, both inside and out, was a problem.

The second level of neglect occurred once our guests entered our vestibule and 

greeters were hit and miss. Alongside the absence of greeters, no great effort was made 

to direct our guests, to treat our guests, and to seat our guests. Coffee and pastries were 

inconveniently located, at least in term of treating our guests, in our fellowship hall, 

which is located a few hallways down from our sanctuary.

A third level of neglect was evidenced during the worship hour, where our guests 

were asked to identify themselves and fill out small information cards called Wish Cards. 

I mention this as an area of neglect on account of its habit of singling out guests and it’s 

inefficiency in relation to gathering guest information. The information cards were small 

flimsy, wisp-like, pieces of paper, usually accompanied by small pencils nestled in the 

back of the pews. The very nature of small flimsy paper and small, often-times dull, 

pencils prevented us from efficiently connecting with our guests through these 

information cards.

The fourth level of neglect occurred during the follow-up with our guests. All 

first-time guests would receive a typed out general letter of welcome from the church 

with the pastor’s signature stamped on the bottom. Both the typed letter and the stamped 

signature gave the impression of an impersonal church with an impersonal pastor. 

Furthermore, no great effort went into encouraging the guest to come back a second time. 

On the occasion that we did see a second-time guest, there was no structured follow-up 

with them.
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Two final areas of neglect revolved around our internet presence and our 

membership class. In regards to our internet presence, our website was sorely lacking in 

basic information, ministry opportunities, and an overall aesthetic appeal. Our 

membership class was non-existent. Potential members were merely encouraged to 

“walk the aisle” with no understanding of the church’s mission or vision and the 

requirements of church membership.

The church’s over-arching vision and mission were also long-dormant with few 

current members even realizing the church had a vision or mission. After examining the 

various elements of the assimilation system, it became obvious that we could not just 

tinker with the old system, rather it needed to be done away with completely and a new 

one established in its place. If the church was to connect with its community, indeed if 

the church was to model biblical hospitality, the first step would be to put a system in 

place to maximize that effort.

A New Assimilation System: The Purpose and Assumptions

The driving questions for the newly designed system were, “How can we connect 

with those who come to our church?” And “How can we connect in such a way that 

shows we sincerely care?” Before implementing our new system, we re-envisioned our 

purpose statement as a church “pursuing the mission of God by fulfilling the Great 

Commission and embodying the Great Commandment.” We believe that by abiding 

within this purpose statement and living it out with Great Compassion, we can grow a 

Great Church.



38

As a part of this overall purpose, our Assimilation System was developed to move 

people forward along a three-step process in hopes of having them become fully 

developed followers of Jesus.

1. From being first-time guests to becoming second time guests
2. From being second-time guests to becoming regular attenders
3. From being regular attenders to becoming fully developing members.

An initial assumption of this strategy is the belief that once a person becomes a fully 

engaged member he or she is then able to experience real life transformation and as a 

result is in a position to become a fully developed follower of Jesus. Our church adopted 

Rick Warren’s Purpose Driven Church model of a baseball diamond to illustrate how one 

moves along the differing stages of assimilation.

Figure 1 
Purpose Driven Church Model

Below is an illustration of the 3-step assimilation process at Buckhead Baptist using a 

section of the Purpose Driven Church baseball diamond model. Moving a person from 

home plate to first base involves the 3-step process of first time guests becoming second

2 Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, 310.
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time guests, second time guests becoming regular attenders, and finally regular attenders 

becoming fully developing members.

Figure 2

2nd Time Regular
Guest Attender

• From Home plate to first base on the Purpose Driven Churdi model of the baseball Diamond.

A person reaches first base and concludes the assimilation process when he or she signs 

the Membership Covenant at the conclusion of our Membership Class and becomes a 

member.

In what follows, I will give a general outline of Buckhead Baptist Church’s 

assimilation process. Included is an overview of follow-up from when a person visits our 

church as a first-time guest to when he/she becomes a member. Also included are 

samples and descriptions of the materials that we have used effectively to encourage 

individuals to take the next step toward becoming a fully developing member at 

Buckhead Baptist Church.3 

Assimilation Overview

When a first-time guest attends Buckhead Baptist Church he or she is invited and 

encouraged during the greeting/announcement period to fill out a Connection Card. The 

Connection Card is always included within the worship program along with a Buckhead

3 These can be found in the appendices B, C, D, E, and F.
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Baptist pen. Following the service, a first-time guest receives a free book and can visit 

the First-Time Guest Table to ask questions or talk with the pastor or a staff person. The 

person then receives an email within thirty six hours o f attending a Buckhead Baptist 

service. This email includes a link that connects the person to the church’s website. A 

personal hand-written note by the pastor goes out within ninety six hours to all first-time 

guests. Included in the note is an unexpected gift to “wow” the first-time guest. The gift 

is relevant to the target demographic, e.g. a $5 Starbucks card or $5 Marta card. Finally, 

the person receives in the mail a typed letter approximately one month after the first visit. 

Included in the letter is another gift and an audio message CD from a prior service.

A person who attends Buckhead Baptist Church for a second time will receive an 

email within thirty six hours of the second visit. This email focuses on a specific way the 

person can get connected at Buckhead Baptist. A typed letter is sent within ninety six 

hours of the second visit. Included in the letter is a second surprise gift that someone in 

the target demographic appreciates, such as a Marta bus card or Chick-fil-A card.

We consider all third-time guests and beyond to be regular attenders and we 

encourage them to take advantage of opportunities to sign up for service ministries, play 

groups, growth groups, baptism, and membership class on a weekly basis. A person is 

eligible to attend Membership Class after attending Buckhead Baptist regularly for two 

months.

Step One: From First-Time Guest to Second-Time Guest

The first goal in our new assimilation system is to move an individual from the 

role of a first-time guest to a second-time guest. Many people visit a church for the first



time, but it is a big challenge to get a person to return for a second visit. When a person 

visits our church for the first time, we focus on three areas to encourage that person to 

return for a second visit.

The first area is during the pre-service and it is here where first contact is made. 

The first impression a person develops of a church and of the people who make up the 

church is the most important impression. It is very difficult to shake a first impression. 

The first impression that most first-time guests have when they visit a church is not 

formed by the message, the music, or even the overall presentation of the service. The 

first impression is formed by how the person is greeted, directed, treated, and seated by 

those serving at the worship service. These four facets of first contact are vitally 

important for a first-time guest to have a positive impression of a church.

A first-time guest wants to be greeted with a smile in a friendly and welcoming 

way without being bombarded or made to feel uncomfortable. They want to know that 

you are glad they are there. Likewise a first-time guest wants to be directed to where he 

or she needs to go in a simple and polite way. He/she wants to know where to go, where 

the restrooms are, and where to find information about the church. Having no direction 

adds anxiety and greatly reduces the positive impact of a church’s first impression.

A first-time guest wants to be treated well. Again, they want to be treated with 

respect and in a way that makes him or her feel like the church is glad that they are there. 

An important way to do this is by making high-quality food and/or snacks readily 

available. We have Krispy Kreme Donuts and Starbucks coffee readily available each 

Sunday morning in our narthex. This makes a great first impression and is something
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that will pleasantly surprise the first-time guest.4 They won’t forget that our church cared 

enough to feed them.

Finally, a first-time guest wants to be helped to his or her seat in a way that 

prevents them from worrying about finding a place to sit or interrupting everyone else. 

They want finding a seat to be easy and stress free. Our ushers have become very 

important to making first-time guests feel comfortable and helping them form a positive 

first impression of our church. While smaller churches like our own are not as burdened 

by this as larger churches are, it nonetheless pays huge dividends in creating a positive 

first impression.

The second area of focus is during the service itself. Follow-up with first-time 

guests is only possible if you collect their contact information in a simple, comprehensive 

and non-threatening way. If a first-time guest visits our church and we fail to gather 

contact information, we have lost all ability to follow-up and assist in moving him/her 

from a first-time guest to a second-time guest status.

At our church we replaced the old Wish Cards with redesigned Connection Cards 

to collect the information of first-time guests. It is a simple card that is easy to fill out.

On the card we collect contact information, prayer requests, and any spiritual “next steps”

4 Although I am unable to document this assertion, my own empirical observations 
have led me to assert that most people have a positive response to coffee and donuts 
being offered by a church, even if they are not particularly fond of coffee and donuts.
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(steps of growth at our church) that an individual feels he/she needs to take in response to 

the service that day.5

Our associate pastor normally gives the greeting and announcements and uses this 

time to invite first-time guests to fill out as much information as they feel comfortable in 

sharing. He also directs them to place the Connection Card in the offering plate in 

exchange for a free book after the service. In order to make the Connection Card more 

effective for collecting the contact information of first-time guests, we ask that everyone 

(including members and regular attenders) fill out the Connection Cards as well.

Everyone places a completed Connection Card into the offering plate as the ushers pass 

them along.

The third area of focus occurs during the post service. Immediately following the 

service, all first-time guests are offered a free gift, usually a book, as a sign of our 

appreciation for their attendance. We choose a book that is relevant to a person who 

might not be a regular church attender, such as How Good Is Good Enough by Andy 

Stanley. We only ask that a first-time guest drops a completed Connection Card in the 

offering plate before picking up the book at the First-Time Guest Table after the service.

The Monday following the service presents the time to follow-up with those who 

attended our church for the very first time that weekend. Unlike in the old assimilation 

system, first-time guests are contacted within thirty six hours. This means that by the end 

of the day on Monday the guest must be contacted. We do this initially via email. Every 

first-time guest receives a personal email from the teaching/preaching pastor that Sunday

5 See Appendix B for a sample of the Buckhead Baptist Connection Card.
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thanking him/her for attending and offering the church’s assistance in any needs it can 

possibly address. The email will always possess the name of the teaching/preaching 

pastor as the sender since that is the name that a first-time guest is going to recognize and 

feel comfortable with. Within the email is a link to the church’s website where the 

individual can look around, find out more about the church, find ways to get connected, 

and perhaps strengthen a connection to the church.

Within ninety six hours, or by the end o f the day on Thursday, first-time guests 

are contacted for a second time. We make this second contact with a hand-written note 

from the teaching/preaching pastor sent via mail.6 Along with the note we include a $5 

gift card, usually a Starbucks card, and quite often a series-specific postcard. All are 

ways of making a first-time guest feel special, of creating a “wow” effect by giving 

something that is useful, and of encouraging a first-time guest to check out our church for 

a second time. All gifts strive to be relevant to the culture of the target group. We 

believe that first-time guests feel valued when contacted the day after visiting a church. 

They recognize that they are a priority to the church and are more likely to come back for 

a second time.

Approximately one month following a person’s first visit to our church, we send a 

letter from the senior pastor indicating that it has been a month since their first visit. In

6 See Appendix C for a sample of our first time guest card.
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the letter we thank and encourage the guest. We also include an audio message CD of 

one of our previous messages.7

Step Two: From Second-Time Guest to Regular Attender

The second goal is to move an individual from being a second-time guest to 

becoming a regular attender. We believe that if we do a good job creating a positive first 

impression and worship experience, and we are intentional and thorough with our follow- 

up processes, then we will have a better chance at seeing first-time guests become 

second-time guests at our church. While this is no doubt a big step, the next step is even 

more difficult. That step being “how do you encourage a second-time guest to attend our 

church on a regular basis?” When an individual returns to Buckhead Baptist Church for a 

second time we focus on three areas as being important to encouraging that person to 

become a regular attender.

The first area of focus is during the service and involves the Connection Card. 

Second-time guests are mentioned alongside first-time guests during the announcement 

of the Connection Card and likewise encouraged to fill out as much information as they 

feel comfortable. On our Connection Card there is a box to check if  you are a first-time 

guest or a second-time guest.

The second area of focus for second-time guests occurs during the post-service 

follow-up. As with our first-time guests, immediate follow-up with second-time guests is 

vitally important. Again, we focus on thirty six and ninety six hour follow-up. The 

notable difference between a first-time guest email and a second-time guest email is that

7 See Appendix D for a sample of our one-month follow-up letter.
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in addition to thanking them for attending and asking if there is anything the church can 

do for them, we strive to get the individual plugged into the church in a different area.

For instance, if we are in the middle of a growth group sign-up, the email is a great way 

to encourage the person to join the group by providing a link to the growth group on our 

church website. We might also promote a fun event at the church or offer them the 

opportunity to plug into a service team at the church. We believe in asking people to

D
serve as soon as possible.

The ninety six hour follow-up entails the second-time guest receiving a typed 

letter from the church and signed by whichever pastor was preaching during their visit. 

Included in the letter is a $5 Chick-fil-A card as a way of thanking and encouraging the 

second-time guest. By this time, a second-time guests begins to see that our church is 

friendly, generous, and cares about them.

The third area of focus for second-time guests entails engaged opportunities.

Most second time attendance indicates an interest in getting more deeply connected. 

Considering this, we offer second-time guests opportunities to get plugged into our 

church beyond the Sunday service. One way we do this is through our Next Steps options 

on the backside of our Connection Cards. My experience has shown that if first and 

second-time guests do not get connected at the church beyond the Sunday service, there 

is a much lower probability rate that they will ever become regular attenders.

As part of our new assimilation system, we developed new small groups classes, 

what we call Growth Groups. We believe that it is important that second-time guests

8 See Appendix E for a sample of our second time guest e-mail.
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begin to form relationships with the people in our church. The longer it takes, the more 

unfriendly they are going to think the church is and the less connection they will have to 

the church. The more healthy relationships a person forms, the more likely they are to 

keep returning to the church and taking the important next steps in their spiritual growth. 

We also developed fun events that we call Play Groups. These are events like flag 

football, movie nights, coffee house hours, etc., where people can meet others and have a 

great time together in a safe and fun environment. We have found that fun events go a 

long way towards making a person feel comfortable and connected to our church.

As mentioned earlier, we believe that it is never too early to ask someone to serve. 

As such, we ask our second-time guests to serve in various capacities within the church, 

such as greeter, usher, etc. Asking our second-time guests to serve accomplishes three 

things: a) it makes that person feel alive and valued, they are doing what God created 

them to do—serve other people; b) it provides a personal sense of ownership in our 

church; and c) it provides an opportunity to build relationships with other people in our 

church.

Step Three: From Regular Attender to Member

The third goal in our newly designed assimilation system is to move an individual 

from being a regular attender to becoming a fully developing member. The commitment 

to membership is one a person must take in his/her spiritual journey to become a fully 

developing follower of Jesus. It requires a process to move a person from regularly 

attending to taking the next step of membership.
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We consider a member to be a person who has developed ownership, pride, and 

identification with our church and chooses to become a part of a spiritual family. This 

requires the creation of relationships and responsibilities within the church. In sum, a 

regular attender says, “This is the church I go to” and a member says, “This is MY 

church.”

We strive to be intentional in two areas of focus in step three. The first is during 

the service itself where service opportunities are presented. Serving at the church 

provides a sense of ownership and pride in the church. Committed service is often the 

final step in moving a person from an attitude of “I attend this church” to one of “This is 

MY church.” We also encourage regular attenders to participate in servant evangelism 

projects that promote our church to the community. These projects enable regular 

attenders to develop attitudes of ownership, loyalty, and excitement towards our church 

as well as a heart for the community. An example is a recent collaboration with the 

Buckhead Christian Ministry in an effort to clean up a targeted area of the community in 

hopes of turning it into a park.

During our Sunday services we also extol the virtues o f membership and baptism 

in an effort to help regular attenders take the next step towards becoming members. We 

do this by integrating their importance both into our sermons and our announcements. In 

addition, we offer regular opportunities for baptism and membership class, usually once 

every other month. Sign-up opportunities are presented on our Connection Cards.

As a part of our new assimilation system, a membership class was developed that 

helps regular attenders understand the church’s vision and mission and their
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responsibilities of membership. Once a person attends membership class at Buckhead 

Baptist he/she must sign our Membership Covenant to become a member.9

The second area of focus within step three is during the post-service. It is during 

this time that we encourage our regular attenders to join a Growth Group class, which we 

also stress during membership class. We believe that when people are plugged into small 

groups they are building relationships within the church and are taking “next steps” in 

their spiritual lives. We do our best to notify regular attenders about available or up

coming Growth Group classes through the Connection Card, during the announcements, 

through our website, and through our monthly newsletter. It is our belief that when 

people are involved in small groups, they are more likely to take the next step of church 

membership. Moving people into small groups and promoting membership through 

small groups is a key step in moving people from being regular attenders to becoming 

members.

Measures o f  Success and Growth

Since implementing the new assimilation system, the church has seen phenomenal 

results. During the nine month span in which this research took place, the average 

Sunday attendance rose by fifty percent and a total of nineteen new people were added to 

the membership roll. Twenty eight new members have been added since 2011, an 

amazing development for a church on the brink of death. Despite the economic recession 

of 2008, tithing in the church has also increased each of the past two years.

9 You can view a sample of Buckhead Baptist’s Membership Covenant in Appendix
F.
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Just as importantly, an air of excitement and anticipation has developed within the 

church. People are beginning to believe our church has a greater purpose in God’s plan. 

Participation has increased and I have been able to delegate more responsibilities to our 

laity thereby creating more capable lay leaders.



CHAPTER 4 

LISTENING TO THE VOICES 

Surveying the Congregation 

On September 23, 2012 the congregation of Buckhead Baptist Church received a 

survey after the morning worship. My verbal instructions were complimented by the 

church media department, which displayed the instructions on the screen in the sanctuary. 

The instructions entailed a quick general explanation of the purpose of the survey, 

namely to gauge the congregation’s reactions and opinions on the new assimilation 

system of the church, as well as a more detailed step-by-step explanation of what to 

expect when completing the survey. Additionally, I went over each line of the informed 

consent form that each participant was given to sign. The survey consisted of sixteen 

questions, each developed to gauge the congregation’s reaction to the current state of the 

church in light of the changes taking place. A total number of fifty-three participants 

completed and turned in the survey. There were approximately twenty individuals who 

did not turn in a survey. The informed consent form is found in Appendix A and the 

survey is found in Appendix H.

Analyzing the Church’s Responses 

Question 1: Are you a guest, regular attender, or member of Buckhead Baptist 

Church? The responses indicated:

50
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• 49.1% (26) of the surveyed congregation reported that they were members of 

the church.

• 30.2% (16) reported to be regular attenders.

• 20.8% (11) indicated that they were guests, attending for the first or second 

time.

Graph 1 
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Question 2: How satisfied are you with the way the church greets first-time guests? 

Overall, 90.6% of those surveyed reported that they were either very satisfied or satisfied 

with the way the church greets first-time guests. Only one, a member of the church, out
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of fifty three people surveyed was not satisfied with the way the church greets first-time 

guests. One member and three regular attenders were undecided on how the church 

greets its first-time guests.
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Question 3: How satisfied are you with the Connection Card the church uses to 

connect with guests, regular attenders, and members? Similarly to question 2, an 

overwhelming number of those surveyed claimed to be very satisfied or satisfied 

(94.4%). Only one member, incidentally the same member who was unsatisfied with 

question 2, claims to be unsatisfied with how the church uses the connection card.

Graph 3 
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Question 4: Do you feel as if this church is concerned about connecting with 

guests? 98.1 of all the people surveyed responded yes to this question. Only one person, 

the same member who responded negatively in both question 2 and question 3, answered 

this question negatively, believing the church is not concerned with connecting with 

guest.

Question 5: True or False: A personal note from the pastor is important to first- 

time guests. Only four of those surveyed answered this question as false. Two of those 

were guests and two were members.

Graph 4 
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Question 6: True or False: I believe the Hospitality Table, filled with treats and 

coffee, makes a good impression on first-time guests. Similarly to question 5, only four 

of those surveyed answered false to this question. Although in this question, each person 

who answered false was a member of the church.

Graph 5 
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Question 7: True or False: The church has exhibited signs of growth and vitality 

over the past year. No one surveyed answered false to this question. 77.4% answered 

true and 22.6% answered undecided. As expected 63.6% of guests answered undecided,
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while only 18.3% of regular attenders answered undecided. An interesting note was that 

two members of the church answered undecided. In all likelihood these two members 

were new members who weren’t as familiar with the changes and growth taking place 

over the past year.

Graph 6 
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Question 8: How confident are you in the future of Buckhead Baptist Church? 

80.8% of those surveyed answered that they were more confident in the future of the 

church. Interestingly, 54.5% of guests answered they were more confident in the
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church’s future. No one surveyed answered that they were less confident in the church’s 

future. 13.2% answered that their confidence level was the same and 11.3% were 

undecided.

Graph 7 
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Question 9: With all the changes going on at Buckhead Baptist Church, which 

best captures your opinion of the changes? 80.8% of members and 87.5% of regular 

attenders answered that they believe the changes were positive and that the church needs 

more changes. Only five members and one regular attender believed the changes were
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positive but that the church didn’t need any more changes. No one surveyed answered 

that the changes had been negative.

Graph 8 
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Question 10: What kind of music do you prefer in worship? An overwhelming 

majority of those surveyed stated that they prefer a blended worship experience with 

traditional and contemporary. Only five members and two guests reported that they 

prefer only traditional music and two members and four regular attenders claimed to 

prefer contemporary music.
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Graph 9
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Question 11: What kind of music do you think the community around the 

church prefers in worship? 63.5% of those surveyed reported that they believe the 

community around the church likewise prefers a blended service with traditional and 

contemporary music. 17.3% responded that they believe the community around the 

church prefers contemporary music alone.
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Graph 10
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Question 12: Are you willing to sacrifice your musical preferences in worship if 

it means connecting with the community around the church? 75% of all those surveyed 

answered that they would be willing to sacrifice their preferences in music. Only 5.8% 

responded that they would be unwilling and 19.2% were undecided.
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Graph 11
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Question 13: How confident are you in the senior pastor’s leadership for 

Buckhead Baptist Church? 88.5% of members and 87.5% of regular attenders responded 

to being confident in the senior pastor’s leadership. Only two members reported to be 

not-confident in the senior pastor’s leadership. Of interest is the fact that 63.6% of guests 

responded to being confident in the senior pastor’s leadership for the church.



62

Graph 12
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Question 14: True or False: Church growth is important to me. All of the 

respondents chose the affirmative answer to this question.

Question 15: How important is the church’s website in reaching the community? 

88.6% of those surveyed answered that the church’s website was either very important or 

important in reaching the community. Only two members believed that the website was 

not important in reaching the community. Of all the persons surveyed 7.5% were 

undecided in answering this question.
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Question 16: How satisfied are you with the new membership class? There was 

clear ambiguity in responses with 58.5% of all those surveyed answering that they were 

undecided in answering this question. No one answered that they were “not satisfied” 

with the membership class.

A Roundtable Discussion 

In meeting with twelve lay leaders and new members, discussion ensued relating 

to the new assimilation system of the church. Certain questions were developed
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beforehand to gauge each participant’s opinions and suggestions on the church’s 

assimilation system. Each question was addressed to the group and their responses and 

suggestions were written down for further reflection and discussion.

Question 1: How would you describe the church today in terms of its health and 

growth? Each participant responded with a positive impression of the church and a 

hopeful outlook in terms of continuing its growth. Some discussion centered on how the 

church defines its health and growth and whether it was simply a numerical quantifier. In 

answering this question, I discussed and defended the church’s outlook on health and 

growth as both personal spiritual development and numerical church growth. While 

neither quantifier, personal growth or numerical growth, is absolute in determining a 

church’s vitality, they can give important clues on where the church is and where the 

church needs to be. One participant mentioned the church’s role as that of making 

disciples and how such a role necessarily involves growing numerically.

Question 2: In terms of welcoming guests and connecting with them, how do you 

rate the church? Each participant commented on their initial positive treatment at the 

church and how it played a vital role in their decision to come back to the church for a 

second time. A few participants discussed how pleasantly surprised they were to receive 

a hand-written note from the pastor, in addition to the free Starbucks card. This led to 

further positive remarks on the church’s generosity in giving away books and free gifts 

from time to time. One person recalled the church having a drawing during our sermon 

series on Financial Freedom in which three members received $300 to help pay their 

bills. In terms of rating the church, each person expressed their appreciation for what the
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church is doing in welcoming guests and connecting with them. The Connection Card 

the church uses was given high marks in terms of its practical value in collecting 

information and its value in producing “Next Steps.”

Question 3: Why did you come back to church after your first visit? Why did 

you become a member? This question was broached in question two but further 

discussed and developed here. Many of the participants expressed their enjoyment with 

the sermons and the easy fellowship displayed by the church. Each person commented 

on how they felt genuine sincerity and care from the pastors and members of the church. 

A number of people remarked how they liked being able to talk to the pastor on a 

personal one-on-one basis, something not common in larger churches.

The discussion on membership revolved around the senior pastor’s insistence that 

being a member of a church is not optional; rather we are all called to be a part of a 

community of faith. One person commented on how they liked the seriousness with 

which the church took membership, even pointing out the membership covenant. Most 

discussed the constant encouragement made to regular attenders to get plugged in further 

through membership.

Question 4: What are your impressions of the new membership class? While this 

question was the least active in regards to discussion, most commented on liking the idea 

of having just one three hour membership class on Sunday after service rather than three 

to four shorter classes. Many participants commented on the thoroughness of the 

membership class in listing the expectations and requirements for membership. A few 

remarked on how they liked the free lunch that was given during membership class.
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Question 5: How excited are you in the future of the church and your 

participation in the church? Everyone present expressed their excitement for where the 

church is currently but even more so for where the church is aiming to be. A few 

participants remarked on the senior pastor’s vision for the church and how they like the 

idea of being a part of something special and purpose-driven. Further discussion 

revolved around how each person could get more involved in the future and how they 

could envision the church being more impactful.



CHAPTER FIVE 

BECOMING THE CHURCH 

Conclusion: A Personal Perspective 

This study began with a simple question: “How could a church standing at the 

doorsteps of death reverse the course and become a vital part of God’s mission in the 

north Buckhead community?” While the question itself is simple, the answer is 

altogether complex. Reviving a dying congregation is as challenging a task as there is in 

ministry. A dying church does not arrive at its place of dominancy without deeply 

ingrained practices and cultures that inhibit any form of resuscitation. In such an 

environment, ignoring the wishes of the dominant culture within the church will quite 

often lead to a quick and hasty termination, especially when the power is wielded by that 

dominant culture. In hindsight, what starts out as a simple question becomes a radically 

audacious question when one considers all the variables at play.

It should be noted that asking radically audacious questions are much easier than 

answering such questions. For three years I struggled to answer the questions that 

plagued me. “How do I begin?” “Where do I start?” “What tools and skills do I need?” 

“Is it too late to put the questions back into the box!?”

In their book Building Leaders Aubrey Malphurs and Will Mancini say that some 

people, albeit a small percentage of people, are natural leaders.1 For such people, 

regardless of where they find themselves, their natural tendencies are to lead. Most 

people on the other hand are situational leaders, people forced to lead because of the

1 Aubrey Malphurs and Will Mancini, Building Leaders: Blueprints fo r  
Developing Leadership at Every Level o f Your Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 
2004), 34.
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situations they find themselves in. I am not quite sure where I find myself on this 

leadership spectrum. I have always viewed myself as a somewhat bifurcated individual. 

By this I mean that I have strong dual tendencies when it comes to my internal makeup. I 

am able to balance certain virtues, such as humility, with natural tendencies, such as 

confidence. I believe the same is true for my leadership competencies or lack thereof. I 

say all this because while I do believe I have natural leadership tendencies, there is a part 

of me that would love nothing more than to live a quiet monastic life of solitude. 

Regardless of where I fall on this leadership spectrum, the reality was that I found myself 

leading a church with little direction or practical know-how.

The burdens of leadership are never easy to bear and one either doggedly refuses 

to quit or decides that maybe such burdens are best left to other more capable souls. I 

was sure there were more capable people than I but quitting anything has always left a 

sour taste in my mouth. So despite the many roadblocks, despite the heartaches and soul- 

weariness experienced, I pressed on refusing to quit and refusing to believe that our 

church could not be saved. But eventually there comes a point in life where no matter 

how steadfast you aspire to be, no matter how dogged your disposition, the burden 

becomes too much to bear. Near the summer of 2011 I reached such a point and had all 

but decided that the questions I was asking could not be answered, at least by me.

It is funny looking back on that time, I was so sure of myself, so confident that 

with God’s help I could lead our church into an amazing tomorrow. But it was not until I 

took my own hand from the plow that God could finally place His hand upon it. Indeed, 

it was not until I lay the burden down that God lifted it up. To be sure, this did not mean
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that I was now exempt from the burdens or the pressures of leadership but it did mean 

that I was helping God’s mission for our church and not vice versa. Suddenly God began 

to lead me to the skills and practical helps I needed to lead our church. And in the midst 

of this I began to see the church as a body, a living, breathing organism. As I began 

investigate this body and evaluate its various systems, I noted the health or lack thereof 

and sought remedies in hopes of creating a healthier and more vibrant body.

As this process evolved, I came to see that the one area that needed immediate 

attention was how the church connected with strangers, how the church greeted and 

treated its guests. I began a process of evaluating our current assimilation system and 

envisioning a new assimilation system. The case study presented here is the result of my 

many labors in this process. While this process has surely had its share of difficulties and 

trials, the rewards have far outweighed the struggle. The results of this case study speak 

for themselves: a fifty percent increase in Sunday attendance and nineteen new members 

within nine months. While numbers themselves never tell the full story, these numbers 

were nevertheless significant for a church so close to closing its doors. Added to this 

were the intangible results of excitement and hope for a better future at Buckhead Baptist.

Conclusion: The Future of Buckhead Baptist Church 

Earlier in chapter one, I mentioned that I viewed the church as consisting of eight 

separate yet interconnected systems. This project has focused on creating a healthier 

assimilation system. In addition to the assimilation system, the other systems are: 1) The 

Weekend System, 2) The Evangelism System, 3) The Small Groups System, 4) The 

Ministry System, 5) The Stewardship System, 6) The Leadership System, and 7) The
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Strategic System. Creating a healthier assimilation system has “jumped-started” our 

church and given it a pulse again. However, the assimilation system is inexorably tied to 

the other systems of the church and as such is only as healthy as they are. Creating a 

healthier assimilation system must be complimented by creating health within the other 

systems of the church as well; otherwise the assimilation system will eventually begin to 

lose its new-found vibrancy.

In order for our church to have lasting success in terms of health and grow and 

making an impact in the community, it must become healthy in every part of its body.

We are currently evaluating and making changes in these other systems in hopes of 

continuing our new-found health. For instance, the evangelism system is likely to have 

as great of an impact as the assimilation system if we are able to get it to a place of 

health. Likewise, the leadership system is of paramount significance in the early stages 

of health for our church as it will take significant leadership from both pastors and laity in 

order for the church to continue its accent.

By no means is our church immune to reversing course and beginning that 

downward decent again. However, our church has come a long way and it gives me great 

joy to see a diverse and accepting community long to be used by God’s Spirit. I am 

excited about Buckhead Baptist’s future and believe it can continue to grow into 

something extraordinary in the near future.

Having said this, I must express a bit of reservation. In the last seven months I 

have had to throttle down on my involvement in terms of growing the church and 

creating healthier systems. This thesis project has forced me to depend on my other
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leaders, both pastoral and lay, to keep pushing the church forward. As a result, we have 

stalled a bit, where Sunday attendance was in the seventies, it is now typically in the 

sixties. Membership enrollment has also gone down from the amazing numbers we had 

in the latter half of 2011 and the early part of 2012.

I interpret this decline to my lessened involvement. This does not mean that I am 

the sole force capable of generating growth and health within our church. Any pastor 

who embodies the role of leader will quickly come to see the necessity of equipping and 

nurturing other leaders to help share the burdens and the joys o f leadership. But the 

leadership role the pastor fills is unique and significant and if that position is lessened, the 

church will undoubtedly stumble.

One could say that I have not done a good enough job in equipping my current 

leaders and that is why we have leveled off in the past seven months. There is merit to 

that claim and equipping future leaders is one of my greatest tasks. Even so, the leader of 

the church, the pastor, must keep his hand on the tiller (to be precise, he/she must keep 

his hand next to God’s hand). The pastor is uniquely responsible for gauging the 

temperature of the church and for raising that temperature when needed. Further, he or 

she is responsible for continuing to push and steer the church forward toward the vision 

that God has set out.

There is still a lot of work left to be done at Buckhead Baptist Church. God has 

blessed me with the privilege of getting the ball rolling and I am confidently hopeful that 

we will continue to pursue God’s vision with passion and excitement. I do not know 

where God will lead me tomorrow or what work is in store for me on the horizon. But I
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do know where God has placed me today and that is here at Buckhead Baptist Church. 

And until God changes the plan, I will continue to lead this church to best of my abilities 

and hope that in the midst of both my successes and my failures that God’s mercies will 

flow with a free hand.

Conclusion: Final Thoughts

A lot has happened since I began the D.Min. program in the fall of 2009. In many 

ways this thesis project charts those events, especially in terms of my ministry at 

Buckhead Baptist Church. Still, a few things are worth mentioning as a way of rounding 

out this momentous journey.

In the spring of 2010 my wife and I were blessed with the birth of our third child, 

a baby girl we named Abigail, meaning a father’s joy in Hebrew. While mentioning the 

birth of a child calls for unbridled expression regardless of occasion or platform, I 

mention it here because Abigail was born during this often tumultuous time in my life 

where ministry and studies threatened to overshadow my responsibilities as a husband 

and a father.

One of the greatest lessons I have learned over the past few years is that my 

family must always come first. To be sure, there are instances where family must take a 

momentary backseat to ministerial crises, but these are far and few between. The 

demands of ministry are great and if one is not careful those demands can become all- 

consuming, leading to a faulty hierarchy where ministry trumps family. Oddly enough, 

once I made a commitment to prioritize my family, my ministerial demands and 

subsequent frustrations became lessened. To be sure the demands were still present but I
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came to see that a properly aligned life, one where God and family take their place of 

priority, wades much easier through the choppy and unpredictable waters of church 

ministry.

I must also note that my relationship with Nelson Searcy and the systems 

approach to church ministry has diminished over the past year. While I still believe in 

the systems approach and value its merits, my perspective of it has slightly altered.

During the last few years I have operated as if the systems of the church are the primary 

concerns of ministry. In a way this is true, for the systems of the church must be healthy 

and operational in order for the church to function properly. Similar to a body, the 

church must take stock of its many systems, ensuring their health and functionality. But 

the purpose of the church is greater than simply strengthening its varied systems. The 

systems of the church must always be evaluated and strengthened, but these endeavors 

must take place within an environment that prioritizes genuine fellowship, both on the 

vertical plane with God and on the horizontal plane with others. The purpose of the 

church is primarily concerned with the kingdom of God and while the systems of the 

church help accomplish this task, they are secondary concerns that help drive the journey 

onward and not the final destination in and of themselves.

It is easy to get caught up in seeing the systems of the church as final destination 

depots. In regards to the assimilation system, there came a point where I was overly 

concerned with numbers. How many guests did we have on Sunday morning? How 

many people showed up for membership class? I preface the phrase “overly concerned”, 

for I believe we should be concerned about numbers; they do not tell the full story but
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they do give clues to the health and vitality of our churches. The spirit of hospitality that 

I had envisioned early on was quickly being smothered by the vehicle of assimilation I 

had chosen to drive it. Similarly to prioritizing family in my life, I had to reprioritize 

God’s kingdom and the relational dynamics so inseparable to that pursuit over the 

numbers and statistics being found in our new assimilation system.

Surprisingly, our church has not succumbed to my own failings where the 

numbers, however how brief, became more important than the spirit of hospitality. On 

the contrary, our church has begun to ooze a spirit of hospitality that you can actually feel 

in the air. It is a remarkable occurrence and I am humbled to be a part of a congregation 

that loves and cares with such genuine concern. The racial diversity of our church has 

contributed greatly to this spirit of hospitality. As many wounds as I received during my 

first few years as senior pastor, those wounds have been healed over the last few years by 

an amazingly open, accepting, and grace-filled community.

My role as pastor is often that of a host but there have been many instances where 

our church members have played the role of host themselves and subsequently allowed 

me to be welcomed as a guest in their midst. An example of this is our annual pastor’s 

appreciation day where my associate pastor and I are treated as honored guests. I am 

confident that the spirit of hospitality has taken hold in our church and will continue to 

drive our church as we pursue God’s kingdom here and now.

Finally, my vocational call to ministry has been strengthened and clarified. As a 

new minister there is always a part of you that wonders whether this is really what you 

are called to do. Having experienced both the pains and joys of ministry, I can say



without a doubt that I am called to be a pastor in the local church. Such certainty is not 

only exhilarating but also reassuring; it is good to know that I am doing what God has 

created me to do. I am reminded by the words found in Jeremiah 1:5, “Before I formed 

you in the womb I knew you, before you were bom I set you apart; I appointed you as a 

prophet to the nations.” Much like Jeremiah, I harbor no delusions; I am not capable to 

fulfill the task that God has appointed me. But I am confident that in my weakness God’s 

strength is made perfect and the amazing grace seen in Christ Jesus is sufficient for me.
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SURVEY PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM

M cA fee
S c h o o l  o f  T h e o l o g y

M e r c e r
U n i v e r s i t y

A t l a n t a , G e o r g i a

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
participate, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

Investigator
The investigator for this research study is Ron W. Handlon, Senior Pastor of Buckhead 
Baptist Church, Atlanta, Georgia, and student at the McAfee School of Theology at 
Mercer University. The faculty supervisor for this research study is Dr. Larry McSwain at 
the McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University.

Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to study the ministry of assimilation in the particular 
context of a congregation. Information will aid in the completion of a thesis ministry 
project in accordance with the requirements of a Doctor of Ministry degree.

Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a survey on 
your response to the new assimilation system integrated at Buckhead Baptist Church in 
Atlanta, Georgia. Your participation will take approximately twenty minutes.

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study.
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Potential Benefits of the Research
By participating in this research study, respondents take an active role in shaping the 
ministry of assimilation at Buckhead Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia. The results will 
also make a contribution to the overall health and growth within the church.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
All personal information obtained will be held in strict confidentiality. All records will be 
kept in a locked file by the researcher for three years.

Participation and Withdrawal
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a research subject you may 
refuse to participate at any time. To withdraw from the study, indicate so to the principal 
investigator.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research project, please speak with Dr. Larry 
McSwain, as advisor to the research project. You may contact Dr. McSwain at 
mcswain.LL@gmail.com or 770-754-9443.

Reasons for Exclusion from this Study
All individuals under the age of eighteen are excluded from this research project.

This project has been approved by Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board. If 
you believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the Chair of the Institutional Review Board at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to 
your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate 
in this research study.

Your Signature______________________________________________________

Date_____________________________________

Principal Investigator Signature_________________________________________

Date

mailto:mcswain.LL@gmail.com


APPENDIX B 

BUCKHEAD BAPTIST CONNECTION CARD

Front of Connection Card

F I N A N C I A L  PEACE c o n n e c t i o n  c a r d

Dr. / Mr. / Mrs. / Miss / Ms.

________________________  □  C h a n g e  in  c o n t a c t  in f o r m a t io n

A ddress_____________________________________Apt._____

C ity___________________________ S ta te  Zip________

Best C ontact Phone (______ ) ____________  B irthday :____

□Send me Text M essage U pdates (no m ore than  1 per m onth)

If i s t  o r  2n d  t im e  g u e s t ,  h o w  d id  y o u  h e a r  a b o u t  B u c k h e a d  B a p t i s t ? ________________________

(Name of person who invited you, postcard, mailer, newspaper)

P la c e  th i s  c a rd  in  t h e  o ffe r in g  w h e n  i t  is re c e iv e d  o r  h a n d  i t  in  a t  t h e  First-Time Guest t a b le .

N a m e:___________

Email (please print): _ 

□  is t  time guest 

□2nd time guest 

□Regular Attender 

□Member

Back of Connection Card

T H E  F O U R  C O M M I T M E N T S  O F  F I N A N C I A L  I M A C T .

During the next two months, I will honestly explore the connection between 
my spiritual growth and my finances by:

□ Attending each Sunday for the rest of this series.

□ Starting the day with Scripture.

□Giving generously each week.

□ Praying daily for Financial Peace in my life.

S e n d  m e  in f o  a b o u t ...
Becoming a follower of Jesus 
Baptism @1 Buckhead Baptist 
Serving (a) Buckhead Baptist 
New Comers Reception (Oct. 7 th) 
Nursery/Children Volunteer 
Growth Group (Wednesday @ 5 :3 0 ) 
Membership @ Buckhead Baptist 
Buckhead Kidz
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APPENDIX C

FIRST TIME CARD
(Hand-written note with $5 Starbucks Card and Series Post-Card -  mailed on Monday or

Tuesday at the latest)

Hi [add first name here],

It was great to see for the first time on Sunday at Buckhead Baptist Church. I hope your 
time with us was both meaningful and relevant to your life -  and that you had a good 
time too!

Enclosed is a $5 Starbucks Card—so enjoy a coffee or treat on us. I hope to see you 
again soon at Buckhead Baptist. Have a great week and God bless.

Pastor Ron
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APPENDIX D

FIRST TIME ONE-MONTH FOLLOW-UP LETTER

January 2, 2013

Hi (guest’s name),

Thank you for visiting Buckhead Baptist Church for the first time in December. We want 
to express our appreciation to you for taking the time to check us out! Please accept this 
$5 Chick-fil-A card and enjoy lunch on us!

We hope that you found Buckhead Baptist to be a welcoming, relevant and fun place to 
get plugged in and meet other people. We also hope you found Buckhead Baptist to be a 
place where you can encounter God and have a meaningful worship experience. We are a 
church where you can be yourself with other people who are on a similar journey.

There are a lot of wonderful things going on right now at Buckhead Baptist. We have just 
completed a renovation project that will allow our children to have a third room for our 
children’s ministry. Much like our nursery and toddler/Pre-K rooms, our third and newest 
room will cater toward providing our children with the best possible environment in 
which to experience God’s love. We will also be starting a new spring teaching 
curriculum in our children’s department called Grow. Every phase of our children’s 
ministry, from our youngest toddlers to our older elementary students, will be working 
with a unique age-specific program that will allow them to know, grow, and show God’s 
love! Please be assured that we take the safety and well-being of our children very 
seriously and as such we require that all of our staff and volunteers be pre-screened and 
given background checks.

We're excited about the wonderful things going on and everything that God has planned 
for our church. Our new Growth Group classes begin this January 17th (Thursday) at 6pm 
here at the church. Also, please note that this coming Sunday we will kick off a new four- 
week teaching series entitled Thinking For A Change. You won’t want to miss it, it 
promises to be an encouraging and God honoring time and I hope to see you there! In the 
meantime, please let us know if there is any way we can be praying for you or if there is 
anything we can do for you.

If you have any questions about Buckhead Baptist or how you can get plugged in, feel 
free to let us know. Remember to check our website (www.buckheadbaptist.org) for more 
information and updates. Have a wonderful week, and we look forward to seeing you 
again soon at Buckhead Baptist! God bless.
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In Christ,

Pastor Ron

Buckhead Baptist Church 

www.buckheadbaotist.org

PS -  Also, I have enclosed an audio CD from one of our previous services during our 
“Financial Peace” series. I hope you enjoy it and find it relevant to your life!

http://www.buckheadbaotist.org


APPENDIX E

SECOND TIME E-MAIL 
(To be sent ASAP on Monday -  within 36 hours of the service)

Subject: Great to see you @ Buckhead Baptist 
From: Teaching Pastor of that Sunday

Hi [add first name here],

I'm glad that you were able to join us again Sunday at Buckhead Baptist Church. It's 
good to know that we did not scare you off after your first time with us :-) I hope you 
enjoyed your second time with us as we talked about “Unshakeable Faith.”

There are a lot of easy ways to get plugged in at Buckhead Baptist this fall. If you have 
not signed up already, you can sign up for one of our Growth Group on any Sunday or 
during the week anytime or on our website @ www.buckheadbaptist.org. I hope you 
decide to get plugged into one of our small groups.

I will be praying for you this week...if there is anything specific that we can be praying 
for you about, if you have any questions, or if there is anything we can do for you this 
week, please don't hesitate to let me know.

Have a great week, and God bless...

Pastor Ron
Buckhead Baptist Church 
www.buckheadbaptist.org
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APPENDIX F

BUCKHEAD BAPTIST CHURCH MEMBERSHIP COVENANT

Having received Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior and been baptized, and being in full 
agreement with Buckhead’s statements, strategy, and structure, I commit myself to God 
and to other members to do the following:

1. I will protect the unity of Buckhead by . . .
. . .  acting in love toward other members
. . .  refusing to gossip 
. . .  following the leaders

“So let us concentrate on the things which make for harmony, and on the growth 
of our fellowship together” (Romans 14:19).

"Have a sincere love for other believers, love one another earnestly with all your 
heart” (I Peter 1:22).

“Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is 
helpful for building others up according to their needs” (Ephesians 4:29).

“Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you and 
they must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a 
burden, for that would be no advantage to you” (Hebrews 13:17).

2. I will share the responsibility of Buckhead by . . .
. . .  praying for its growth
. . .  inviting the unchurched to attend 
. . .  by warmly welcoming those who visit

“To the church . . .  We always thank God for you and pray for you constantly” (I 
Thess. 1:1-2)

“The Master said to the servant, “Go out to the roads and country lanes, and urge 
the people there to come so my house will be full” (Luke 14:23).

“So, warmly welcome each other into the church, just as Christ has warmly 
welcomed you; then God will be glorified” (Romans 15:7)
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3. I will serve the ministry of Buckhead by . . .
. . .  discovering and using my gifts and talents 
. . .  being equipped to serve by my pastor, staff, and/or others 
. .  . developing a servant’s heart

“Serve one another with the particular gifts God has given each of you” (I Peter 
4:10).

“He gave . . .  some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works 
of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up” (Ephesians 4:11-12).

“Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests 
of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who ..  . 
became a servant” (Phil. 2:3-4, 7).

4. I will support the testimony of the church by . . .
. . .  attending faithfully
..  . living a Godly life 
. . .  giving regularly

“Let us not give up meeting together . . .  but let us encourage one another” (Heb. 
10:25).

“Whatever happens, make sure that your everyday life is worthy of the gospel of 
Christ” (Phil. 1:27).

“Each one of you, on the first day of each week, should set aside a specific sum of 
money in proportion to what you have earned and use it for the offering” (I Cor. 
16:2).



APPENDIX G

INSTRUCTIONS FOR SURVEY 
Buckhead Baptist Church 

Atlanta, Georgia

Please be completely honest in answering the questions because this will offer the 
greatest benefit to the researcher. Thank you very much for your participation!

Instructions:

1. The survey is anonymous -  please do not write your name on it!

2. Please read all of the directions carefully. Also, read all of the answers to each 
question before selecting a response.

3. In answering questions with a box selection, place either a check or an “x” on the 
box to indicate your response

4. Please answer the questions as honestly as possible!
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APPENDIX H

BUCKHEAD BAPTIST CHURCH SURVEY

1. Are you a guest, regular attender, or member of Buckhead Baptist? 

Q  Guest
Q  Regular Attender 

□  Member

• Comment:

2. Overall, how satisfied are you with the way the church greets first-time 
guests?

q  Very Satisfied 
Q  Satisfied 
Q  Not Satisfied

Q  Neither Satisfied or Dissatisfied 

• Comment:

3. How satisfied are you with the Connection Card the church uses to connect 
with first-time guests, regular attenders, and members?

Q  Very Satisfied 
Q  Satisfied 
Q  Not Satisfied

Q  Neither Satisfied or Dissatisfied

8 6
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• Comment:

4. Do you feel as if this church is concerned with connecting with guests? 

^  Yes ^  No

• If not, why?

5. True or False? A personal note from the pastor is important to first-time 
guests.

^  True ^  False

6. True or False? I believe the Hospitality Table, filled with donuts and coffee, 
makes a good impression on first-time guests.

^  True ^  False

7. True or False? The church has exhibited signs of health and vitality over the 
past year.

^  True ^  False

8. Are you more or less confident in the future of Buckhead Baptist Church 
today?

Q  More Confident 
Q  Less Confident 
Q  The Same



8 8

• Comment :

9. What is your opinion of all the changes that have taken place at Buckhead 
Baptist?

q  The changes have been positive...and we need more changes. 
q  The changes have been positive...but we do not need more changes. 

Q  The changes have been negative.

• Comment:

10. What kind of music do you prefer in worship?

q  Traditional...the Grand Old Hymns. 
q  Traditional & Contemporary (Blended]. 
q  Contemporary... e.g., 104.7 The FISH.

• Comment:

11. What kind of music do you think the community around the church prefers 
in worship?

Q  Traditional...the Grand Old Hymns. 
q  Traditional & Contemporary (Blended]. 
q  Contemporary, e.g., 104.7 The FISH.

• Comment
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12. Are you willing to sacrifice your musical preferences in worship if it means 
connecting with the community around the church?

Q  Yes 
□  No
Q  Undecided 

• Comment:

13. How confident are you in the senior pastor’s leadership at Buckhead Baptist 
Church?

q  Confident 
q  Not Confident 
q  Undecided

• Comment:

14. True or False? Church growth is important to me.

^  True ^  False T=5T
F=0

15. How important is the church’s website in reaching the community?
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Q  Very Important 
Q  Important 

Q  Not Important

• Comment:

16. How satisfied are you with the new membership class?

q  Very Satisfied 
q  Satisfied 
q  Not Satisfied

0  Neither Satisfied or Dissatisfied

• Comment:



APPENDIX I

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

Questions

1) How would you describe the church today in terms of health and growth?
2) In terms of welcoming guest and connecting with them, how do you rate the 

church?
3) Why did you come back to church after your first visit? Why did you become a 

member?
4) What are you impressions of the new membership class?
5) How confident are you in the church’s future growth and health?
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