
Come into the circle of love 
and justice. Come into the 
community of mercy, holiness, 
and health. Come and you 
shall know peace and joy.

—adapted from Israel Zangwill

What Should We Do With Our Visitors?

by The Rev. Jane Dwinell, small congregation consultant

Time and again, I am asked about being welcoming and about 
visitors — what to do with them and how to get them to 
return and become an active part of the congregation. If they 

can find you (how’s your signage?) and there’s a relevant and mean-
ingful worship service once they’re there, you’re over the first hump. 
But the worship service is not always enough. Here’s what you can do:

Put yourself in their shoes
Take the time to remember when you first walked into your congrega-
tion. (If you’re a lifelong member, reflect on your early memories of 
your church.) Why did you come? What did you like? What didn’t 
you like? Why did you return, and eventually become an active mem-
ber?

The first time you came, were you able to find the church, find the 
right door, find the restroom, understand the order of service, and 
feel welcomed? How did that happen? Did you find what you were 
seeking?

Remember that no one walks through your doors for no reason at 
all. Keep that in the back of your mind, and be sensitive to it. Some-
one may be having a stressful time in their life — a divorce, job loss, 
death or serious illness, for example. Someone may be in a joyful time 
— getting married, starting a family. Someone may be seeking a reli-
gious community and friends. Perhaps they’re new to town, or they’re 
just on a quest to find something more meaningful. They didn’t just 
wake up early on Sunday, get out of bed, get dressed up, and find 
their way to a new and strange place for no reason at all.
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Treat them as if they are a guest in your home
In other words, be hospitable. Show them where to put their coat, 
and where the restrooms are. Offer them an order of service and 
visitor information (a brochure about your congregation, your latest 
newsletter, and some information about Unitarian Universalism). Tell 
them about social hour, point out the location, and say you are look-
ing forward to talking with them more after the service. Make sure 
that the sanctuary, fellowship hall, restrooms, and religious explora-
tion (RE) space is clean, safe, and pleasing to the eye. Don’t forget 
your nametag!

At social hour, offer them food and drink. Serve a selection of bever-
ages — not just coffee — and use milk or half-and-half (no powdered 
creamer!) and real cups (no paper or Styrofoam!). You don’t have to 
go overboard. Your refreshments can be simple — just serve them 
attractively. Talk with the visitor to find out how they enjoyed the ser-
vice, if they have any questions, and to find out a little bit about them 
so that you can introduce them to other people. Asking about where 
they live, what they do for work or hobbies, and if they have children 
will give you a sense of who they might enjoy meeting in your con-
gregation. Ask them how they heard about your congregation. If it 
seems like a good time, ask them specifically what brought them to 
the church.

Be happy to see them, but not too happy
Your role as a member of a congregation is to be warm and polite to 
newcomers, but don’t be too effusive or nosy. Some people are intro-
verts, and may be uncomfortable talking too much to people they 
don’t know. The extroverts, on the other hand, may be happy to talk, 
yet still may feel uncomfortable in an unfamiliar place. Even though 
being welcoming and cordial to newcomers is the job of everyone in 
the congregation — not just the greeters or the membership commit-
tee — if you yourself are uncomfortable talking to strangers, don’t 
do it. Have the folks in your congregation who are good “people” 
people talk to guests. There are many different kinds of work to do in 
a church — it’s important to match up skills and interests with tasks. 
But everyone should make it a point to at least smile and say “hello” 
to newcomers.

Follow up with visitors during the week
A handwritten note or a phone call is important! (No emails, please.) 
Whoever “meets and greets” on a particular Sunday should do the 
follow-up. It can be as simple as “It was nice to meet you, I look for-
ward to getting to know you better,” or more in depth (“Do you have 
any questions about our church?” or “What brought you to us?”). If 
a visitor indicates that they are having a rough time personally, ask 
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if they would like a phone call from the minister 
or a member of the pastoral care team. You can 
also give each visitor a “buddy” — someone who 
can answer questions about 
your congregation in particu-
lar and UUism in general. 
(This is a good time to match 
people by their interests, 
geographical location, or 
family constellation.) When 
the visitor returns, they know 
they can sit with their buddy and talk with them at 
social hour — and that their buddy will help open 
the doors to congregational life.

Integrate a regular, repeat guest into 
congregation life
After a few months of attendance at worship, a 
newcomer (who is no longer new!) may be ready 
to participate in another congregational activity. 
They may be interested in joining a Small Group 
Ministry group or attending an adult RE class — 
but may be waiting to be asked. Perhaps they like 
to cook and would like to help with your congre-
gation’s evening of serving dinner at the homeless 
shelter, or simply bring a dish to a potluck or social 

hour. Maybe they have musical gifts and would 
like to offer a meditation piece for worship. If your 
group is forming a task force to decide what things 

need to be done to your build-
ing, and the newcomer has an 
interest in carpentry or inte-
rior design, ask if they’d like to 
participate. (Don’t ask them to 
take on a leadership position or 
teach RE for at least a year or 
two.) As someone participates 

more and more, have the minister or a lay leader 
ask if they’re interested in membership (more on 
the meaning of membership in another issue!).

• • •

Many small congregations make the mistake of 
clinging to each and every visitor, often with the 
side effect of chasing them away. Conversely, many 
small congregations ignore their visitors — for 
whatever reason — also driving them away. Re-
member that you were once a visitor — if not in 
your current congregation, than in other congrega-
tions you have visited over the years. Learn to be 
welcoming, gracious, and hospitable! Our visitors 
are the future of our faith — in our congregations, 
and in our world. 
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Your role as a member of a 
congregation is to be warm 
and polite to newcomers, but 
don’t be too effusive or nosy. 
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