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We asked five leaders who are 
also students of both culture 

and the church to give us their 
impressions on how the church 

can raise its visibility in the 
community. What should be our 

focus and what should we be 
considering when we’re ready to 

go beyond branding?
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APPRECIATE YOUR COMMUNITY
Becoming a Church That’s Known and Valued

By Tony Morgan

If your church closed tomorrow, 
would anyone in the community no-
tice? Would they feel sad or disap-
pointed? Becoming better known in 
your community isn’t rocket science. 
And it’s not all about billboard cam-
paigns or massive donations either. 
People remember and are drawn 
toward things that make an impact 
on them.

Here are a just a few ideas for 
becoming a church that your com-
munity knows and appreciates:

Support your public schools. 
If you’re struggling to define who 
your community is, a local public 
school is a great place to find out. 
Do you put energy behind building 
relationships with your schools? You 
could help fund a new playground 
in a rough neighborhood. Provide a 
thank-you lunch for teachers once 
a month. Connect with guidance 
counselors to find out how they 
could use volunteers to help students 
who are struggling. Or join forces 
with parents to support the local 
sports teams.

A quick but poignant story: A 
few years back, eighth-graders at a 
South Carolina middle school were 
extremely shaken when one of their 
classmates was murdered. NewSring 
Church had been building a relation-
ship with the school for years and 
regularly sent volunteers to eat lunch 
with students. When this crisis hit, 

the church’s volunteers were actu-
ally called on to be there for students 
who needed to talk, as the coun-
selors had more students than they 
could take care of. It was an incred-
ible example of the church caring for 
its community.

Participate in community revital-
ization efforts.
West Ridge Community Church 
used to participate in an event called 
Community Makeover with Engage 
Atlanta, a group of churches and 
nonprofits committed to working to-
gether to make a deep impact in the 
Metro Atlanta area. Churches across 
the city closed their doors on a Sun-
day morning to help complete service 
projects in areas of need.

Lots of cities have similar events. 
If yours doesn’t, consider starting 
something.

Show you care about the things 
your community cares about. 
Every community has its own unique 
interests and niches. Yours may be 
outdoor life, technology innovation, 
the arts or education. It pays to 
recognize the things that make the 
people in your city tick. It doesn’t 
mean you adapt everything you’re do-
ing. But you can at least be conscious 
of and engaged in the conversations 
that are happening, and when it 
fits, show your community you value 
the things it values. For instance, 

Cowboy Junction Church in Hobbs, 
N.M., started a Monday night ser-
vice since many of the families in its 
community participate in rodeos on 
the weekends.

Stop pushing community inside 
the church at the expense of the 
community outside the church. 
What would happen if we put less at-
tention on organizing relationships 
and more attention on giving people 
something to organize around? For 
example, what if we helped church 
members connect with each other 
by creating opportunities for them 
to serve in the community? We just 
might do a better job of helping 
them build strong friendships with-
out gobbling up so much of their 
time that they rarely take the light 
out into the world.

Don’t shun nonprofits that are 
making a difference.
Is there a mentor program in your 
city for at-risk youth, perhaps 
through Big Brothers, Big Sisters 
or the Boys and Girls Club? What 
about a nonprofit helping single 
mothers or repairing homes for the 
disabled? Too often churches won’t 
engage in their community at all 
unless they can own the program. 
The problem with that is we create 
redundant efforts and often fail to 
follow through. Or even worse, we 
never venture beyond what we al-
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ZOOM, PUNCH AND BUZZ
Is It About Marketing? Or Reputation?

By Thomas G. Bandy

ASK YOURSELF
7 Questions for Community Engagement

By Leonard Sweet

You need to decide whether your real 
issue is about marketing or about 
reputation. The two concepts are dis-
tinct, depending on the people you 
most want to reach.

If you just want to reach churchy 
people (or people with church memo-
ries), then basic marketing may be 
sufficient. Place your facility in a 
highly visible, easily accessible loca-
tion; provide lots of parking; sur-
round yourself with illuminated, 
changeable signage. Identify yourself 
by your tradition, or use Christendom 
jargon for self-description: “Bible-
Based,” “Spirit-Filled,” or franchised 
denominational slogans like “Open 
Hearts, Open Minds, Open Doors.”

The media you use for wider ad-
vertising depends largely on the life-
style segments you want to reach. 
Some lifestyle segments read, some 
don’t; some rely on radio or TV, some 
on face-to-face gatherings and oral 
communication, some on the Inter-
net. But be aware of the symbolic 
power of the media you use. If you 
use print, some will say you are “old-
fashioned.” If you use social media, 
some will say you are “young, hip and 
shallow.” If you use it all, some will 
say you lack integrity and are just 
running a business. 

Always bear in mind that churchy 
people are far more judgmental than 
ordinary people. They are more likely 
to judge or dismiss you based on ap-
pearance rather than substance. The 
“market share” of churchy people is 
shrinking rapidly.

If you want to reach postmod-
ern seekers with little or no church 
memory, you have to think about 
reputation rather than marketing. 
These are the people who identify 
themselves as “spiritual,” but who 

don’t think that church membership 
or dogmatic formulas of faith matter 
much. Today in North America this 
“market share” represents as much 
as 60 to 80 percent of the public in 
most major population centers.

Reputation is based on three 
things: Zoom, Punch and Buzz. Al-
ways bear in mind that postmodern 
seekers are suspicious of religion, but 
far more prepared to explore some-
thing interesting.

ZOOM means that your church 
has a reputation for constant, rapid, 
profound growth. Your church flies 
higher, goes faster, dives daringly, 
swoops creatively and glides on the 
wings of the Holy Spirit. It is an ex-
citing group of people to be with.

This is why churches with a big 
reputation rely on video rather than 
still images on websites. Social me-
dia is especially useful to commu-
nicate “zoom.” If churches use print 
(to connect with target lifestyle seg-
ments that can’t afford or won’t do 
high-tech) they never use just prose; 
they always use poetry, sing songs or 
tell stories. 

Relationship and creativity mean 
far more than location and tradition. 
Postmodern people will go wher-
ever they need to go, bypassing many 
more visible churches that have ex-
cellent signage and parking, to get to 
the “Zoom.”

PUNCH means that your church has 
a reputation for positive, significant, 
lasting personal and social change. 
Your church hits harder, bites deep-
er, sculpts a healthy community, 
knocks out the devil and makes the 
world resemble the Realm of God. It 
is an effective organization making a 

substantial, palpable difference in the 
community. For most lifestyle seg-
ments today, that palpable difference 
must be local; but for some lifestyle 
segments (particularly on the East 
and West Coasts) that palpable dif-
ference may be global.

This is why churches with a big 
reputation rely on the recommenda-
tions of mission partners (e.g., health 
care, social service, military, busi-
ness and education sectors). Other 
agencies endorse them to their con-
stituencies or thank them publicly. 
They also rely on testimonials from 
high-profile public figures (from 
sports, film, literature, science or 
political activists and social critics).

Social media is less effective 
here. Churches with a reputation 
for “Punch” prefer a magazine story, 
television or radio interview, or large 
public forum where they have more 
time to go deeper to describe their 
impact. A great still image by a 
professional photographer often cap-
tures “Punch” more effectively than 
a video.

A visible presence in the mis-
sion field, where the impact of the 
church is really being felt, is more 
important than any church building. 
The images you see are not of the 
church, but the outreach location. 
That is where you want the visitors, 
newcomers and potential volunteers 
to come—and from there they might 
then connect with worship occurring 
elsewhere.

BUZZ means that your church 
causes a stir of conversation on Sun-
day morning (among the church 
membership) and during the week 
(among the general public). On Sun-
day morning, people aren’t talking 

1 Does your church have a 
front porch?

Most churches don’t have any ves-
tibules to their community. Is your 
church a third place for your com-
munity?
 

2 Is your church pedestrian 
friendly?

Most churches are more car friend-
ly than walk friendly or bike friend-
ly, with easy-to-find parking lots 
and hard-to-find walkways and bike 
paths.

3 Are you setting a table for 
your neighborhood?

The church can do potlucks, but 
can you do block parties? Have 
you ever considered turning your 
parking lot into a tailgating par-
ty? I call church tailgating parties 
“tale-gating” parties.

4 Does your church love its ZIP 
code enough to cry over it? 

Jesus cried over a person (Laza-
rus) and a place (Jerusalem). Does 
your church know its ZIP code 
enough to cry over it? How can 
you help your people to become 
topophiliacs (lovers of a place)?
 

5 Is your church a fran-
chise church or an artisan 

church—a church rooted in a 
unique social and demographic 
landscape?  
In an artisan church (but not 
asphalt church) there is harmony 
with the habitat. 

6 What’s your story? 
Stories are not idle, and tales 

are not trifling. Stories are revolu-
tions, but only if they are authentic. 
What is an authentic story? One 
that has provenance, the individ-
ual watermarks of the homemade, 

homespun, fresh-baked, straight-
from-the-oven. Do your stories 
come with a provenance that is lo-
cal and seasonal?

7 Are you creative? 
The church is a place that 

worships God. What does God do? 
God creates. Christians are sup-
posed to be closer to the Creator 
than anyone. So where ought the 
most creative place be? Why is 
the church the last place anyone 
expects creativity? If your church 
is creative it will draw artists. Do 
you have an abundance of artists in 
your midst?

LEONARD SWEET is an author 
and professor at Drew University, 
George Fox University and Tabor 
College, and chief contributor to 
Sermons.com.

ready know to reach those with the 
greatest need.

Keep promotions focused on felt 
needs. 
Focus your messaging on content, not 
just your church. Can you promote a 
conversation-rich message series or 
a community movement? The goofy 
displays on most church signs indi-
cate how out-of-touch with the com-
munity churches can be: No one visits 
your church because you’re preaching 
on the apostle Paul’s first missionary 
journey this week. They just might 
come because you are going to talk 
about how to fix a marriage that feels 
beyond repair. 

These efforts will fail if you view 
them as marketing tactics to make 
your church known in the com-
munity. This engagement needs to 
reflect the church’s primary mission 
and strategy. You need to begin with 
getting to know your community. 
Who are you trying to reach with 
the gospel? What are their pressing 
needs? How could you intention-
ally meet people where they’re living 
(spiritually, relationally, physically, 
emotionally, etc.) and offer them 
hope, purpose and forgiveness in 
Jesus Christ? 

Many times that will mean we 
need to begin by addressing needs 
that aren’t necessarily spiritual in 

order to earn the opportunity to 
help someone take their next step 
toward Christ. Those needs will also 
look different from community to 
community. Poverty, as an example, 
isn’t every community’s issue, but 
every community has broken people 
who need help discovering their next 
steps. The woman at the well was 
looking for water but found Jesus. 
What is the “water” that people need 
in your community?

TONY MORGAN is the founder and 
chief strategic officer of The Unstuck 
Group, which offers solutions to help 
churches get unstuck (TheUnstuck-
Group.com).
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ELEVATE!
Raise Your Visibility Before a Skeptical World

By Bob Whitesel

Today, in an increasingly skeptical 
world, the church must move beyond 
branding and build a new, more 
powerful reputation. Here are seven 
steps to elevating your visibility in a 
community.

1 Elevate the visibility of your 
need-meeting. 

Churches should be known as the 
place in a community where people 
go when they have a crisis. Churches 
that offer divorce recovery programs, 
grief support groups, 12-step pro-
grams, etc., increase their visibility 
as the primary place where needs are 
met in their community. 

2 Elevate the visibility of spiri-
tual change. 

People are looking for ways to change 
their lives and often psychologists or 
self-help programs are their first 
choice. While these can offer a mea-
sure of change that people need—

physical change—I believe only 
Christ can offer the spiritual change 
that people long for deep inside. So 
in the name of helping people better 
their physical lives, do not neglect 
their higher needs for a supernatu-
ral transformation that only comes 
through Christ. 

3 Elevate the visibility of your 
openness and honesty. 

Churches often promote that they 
have the best program or the most 
exciting worship. But nonchurchgo-
ers sense that this is not the real 
purpose of the church. Acknowledge 
that your church doesn’t do every-
thing well and sometimes you get 
fixated on your organizational needs. 
Then remind them that your church 
is a spiritual community, seeking 
to work together to draw closer to 
Christ. 

4 Elevate the visibility of 
your unity in diversity.  

In an increasingly diverse world, peo-
ple want to go to a church that mir-
rors the diversity of God’s creation. 
But such diversity must not be only 
symbolic, but also heartfelt. It is im-
portant for people of diverse cultures 
to run the church together, to wor-
ship together and to learn from one 
another about cultural background 
and baggage. The church should be 
visible in the community as a place 
that not only promotes spiritual rec-
onciliation to God, but also physical 
reconciliation between cultures. 

5 Elevate your visibility as a 
place to learn. 

People today have conceptions of the 
church as a place that lectures and 
criticizes, rather than a place that 
promotes learning. Jesus gave us a 
Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20) 
to “make learners.” Thus our goal 

about the weather and the week-
end game; they are “buzzing” about 
what’s happening in and around the 
church. A buzz is also happening 
though the week. Strangers are hear-
ing about “crazy, wonderful things” 
that are going on. People talk during 
their work break. Rumors fly. People 
spontaneously pull out the smart-
phones and follow a key word.

This is why churches with a big 
reputation deploy their board, staff 
and other ministry leaders out into 
the public. They spend little time in 
the office and meetings, and lots of 
time mingling where the public gath-
ers. Strangers will nudge one another 

at the pub, point and whisper, “That 
guy is one of them!” And then go up 
and start a conversation.

Facebook is of far less value 
than Twitter or some other rapid-
fire info sharing network. If the 
activities of the church cannot 
be conveyed in 20 words or less, 
written or spoken on the fly, then 
you don’t have enough “Buzz.” 
 
Notice the difference between mar-
keting and reputation. Churches that 
really want to reach people with 
church memories only need market-
ing. Indeed, if they try to develop 
a reputation for zoom, punch and 

buzz they may actually fail in their 
marketing strategy to reach churchy 
people. On the other hand, churches 
that really want to reach postmodern 
seekers never think about marketing. 
They just do whatever it takes to gen-
erate zoom, punch and buzz—and 
then let seekers seek them out. 

I find that you can always get 
behind the rhetoric of a church—
and discern who they really want 
to reach—by discovering whether 
they are doing marketing or building 
reputation.

THOMAS G. BANDY is the president 
of Thriving Church Consulting.

ONE GREAT ANSWER
People Must Be Your Method

By Will Mancini

How can a church raise its visibility 
in the community?

There are dozens of good answers 
to this question. But there is only 
one great answer. The great answer 
is simple. A church must ultimately 
rely on its people to raise awareness in 
the community. 

In the primary research that Aux-
ano has conducted over the years 
(Auxano is the consulting group I 
lead) we have found that 5 to 20 
percent of a church’s congregation 
came for the first time because of 
something to do with the organiza-
tion. They saw a sign, checked out 
a website, heard of a program, etc. 
The much larger percentage came 
because a friend invited them or ac-
tually picked them up to take them 
to church. In the end programs don’t 
attract people; people attract people. 

My emphasis on people could be 
an oversimplification. I don’t want 
to do that. Rather, I want to warn 
you about over-relying on an “organi-
zational leverage point” only. If you 

want to move a boulder you have to 
find the longest, strongest lever—
like a long skinny tree trunk—and 
get it in just the right place to get 
that large rock moving. People are 
always the point of leverage and we 
must not miss that.

So how do you better utilize your 
people to build awareness? The key 
is looking at all of the classic ap-
proaches to branding and marketing 
as well as current communication 
trends, through the lens of people. 
How does our marketing support 
lifestyle evangelism, missional liv-
ing and word-of-mouth promotion? 
If you keep this question on the 
table, you will move lots of boulders 
and gain lots of momentum when it 
comes to community awareness. 

For example, I have been involved 
in church logo and brand develop-
ment for the past 15 years. I love 
helping a church communicate its 
unique vision visually. But it doesn’t 
matter than much if the people don’t 
use it. Has the congregation been 

told how to use the logo as a sto-
ry-telling tool? One of my favorite 
things to do when a church creates 
a new logo is to hand out car win-
dow sticker “bugs” of the church’s 
mark. That gives everyone a chance 
to show their connection to your 
church community.

Raising awareness through peo-
ple is the golden rule of influence. 
It doesn’t excuse active learning 
and utilization of communication 
trends like social media. Your church 
should have a Twitter account. But 
it is all too easy to rely on strategies 
to build awareness that don’t utilize 
your people. How well are you engag-
ing your congregation to follow, dia-
logue with, favorite and retweet your 
church’s Twitter feed? Ultimately, 
people must be your strategy. Men 
and women must be your method. 

WILL MANCINI is chief vision con-
sultant and founder of Auxano.

must be to acquaint them with his 
words, while we exemplify how these 
words are lived out in community. 

6 Elevate your visibility as a 
place where everybody can 

find a place. 
Emphasize smaller fellowship group-
ings within the larger whole. Most 
people today are not only looking 
for a large event, but also a smaller 
group where they can ask spiritual 
questions and receive support on 
their spiritual journey.

7 Elevate your visibility as a 
community that promotes 

and seeks God’s wisdom. 
The church should be known as a 
place of Bible study and prayer. Thus 
it should be a place where people 
who are estranged from God, or even 
just struggling in their relationship, 
will find people and prayer environ-
ments that will assist them in con-
necting to their heavenly Father. If 
a person in the community needs 
prayer, the first place they should 
think of is your church. 

If you can’t elevate one or more 
of these areas because they don’t yet 
exist in your church, then start with 
the easiest—but don’t stop until you 
develop these seven ways to elevate 
an organically spiritual and biblical 
visibility. 

BOB WHITESEL is the founding 
professor of Wesley Seminary at Indi-
ana Wesleyan University where he is 
professor of missional leadership. He 
is the author of 11 books.


