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While the church is committed to baptize and bring as many persons to Jesus
as possible to fulfill the Great Commission of Jesus (Matt 28:19, 20), the church has
issues with retention and making believers disciples. This has become a great
challenge which needs to be focused on. Different researchers have shown that the
issue of membership loss is an increasing challenge. This hinders the effort of
evangelism and the growth of the church. It is often hidden in unreal figures found in
implausible statistical reports. When the new converts are baptized they live as they
did before. If they do not feel warmly welcomed into a loving church, they tend to
backslide or drift here and there, instead of being a dynamic force in the church.

After studying the issue of loss and retention throughout the Bible and God’s

intention to save all who want to be saved, | performed a literature review to discover



how the retention problem is understood and treated by different writers. Then |
investigated Kabusunzu Seventh-day Adventist Church in Kigali to assess the
situation. The lifestyle of believers appears to be problematic; if they are not true
disciples, they are therefore not prepared to make other disciples. Only regular
evangelistic campaigns are organized. The atmosphere is quite warm during the
campaigns. People come to attend out of curiosity and are baptized, only to be left
alone afterwards. The new church members suffer loneliness. Small groups exist
formally, but a large percentage of newly baptized members can disappear within two
months without the notice of either church members or leaders, giving the impression
that they do not care.

The strategy implemented was based on effective methods to retain members.
Evangelistic strategies must provide a personal encounter with Christ. After that,
caring leadership ought to find ways to avoid loneliness and inactivity of new
members through active small groups. Church members who are brought to
understand the process well and are committed to be disciples of their Master Jesus
will then come to understand how accountable they are to each other and to God. The
nine steps of the program implemented in Kabusunzu Church are based on what has
been pointed out by other authors and my own research.

The implementation of a strategy based on loving and keeping one another has
led to the good results reported in this study. Believers have been led to understand
the real reason for the existence of church, their part to play as Jesus’ disciples in
church mission, and their accountability to one another. It is hoped that this project

will contribute to the efforts of local churches to overcome the issue of member loss.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Background of the Study

The Seventh-day Adventist Church in Rwanda is always seeking strategies to
reach all Rwandans with the Adventist message of the Three Angels, as found in
Revelation 14:6-12. Pastors and lay people are involved in reaching different areas by
preaching the Gospel. As a result, district pastors are reporting baptisms of new
converts quarterly. At the same time, they report an important number of missing
members. This situation is discouraging to those who volunteer in evangelism; it
certainly affects their efforts and the true growth of the church.

The problem is complex in city churches where the lifestyle is challenging to
ministers, regular church members, and new converts. After an evangelistic effort is
finished and the baptism is conducted, the preacher, church officers, and regular
church members tend to go back to their daily activities. It is realized one year or two
years later that those who were baptized, and even some regular members, are

missing.

Statement of the Problem
From 2005 to 2008, Kabusunzu Seventh-day Adventist Church has reported
losses of significant percentages when one compares the baptisms and the losses of
one year. Furthermore, about 35 percent of the lost are those about whom the district

pastors and church elders cannot explain how or when they left their churches. The



district needs a strategy to enhance the retention of church members, particularly the

newly baptized ones.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate the reasons why church members
in Kabusunzu Seventh-day Adventist Church leave their church. Then the aim was to
develop a strategy which could enhance membership retention in the church by at

least 20 percent per year.

Significance of the Study

The significance of this study is that church elders and pastors of the district
will find a new strategy to retain their members. Church members will be motivated
to play a role in the church program of retention of their brothers and sisters by being
the keepers of one another. This motivation will also help church elders to know their
church members and be aware of their movement out of the church. Those who leave,
seeking a better lifestyle in other places would be encouraged to request a letter of
transfer to another church. Thus, the church pastor will be able to obtain clear
statistical reports from local churches and be able to make correct statistical reports to
the East Central Rwanda Conference (ECRC). This strategy is intended to be a
beneficial tool for enhancing member retention for other district pastors who would
like to implement it in their districts. The Fields, the Conferences, and the whole
Union may have real statistical information regarding church members by
implementing the strategy at all levels of local churches under their supervision. Thus,

the number of church members will increase.



Delimitation
Mount Kigali District is one of the thirteen districts which make up the Kigali
Station. This study is limited to one of its churches, Kabusunzu Seventh-day

Adventist Church, considering its high percentage of membership loss.

Definition of Terms

The following terms are used in this study and are defined as follow:

Local church, as defined by the Seventh-day Adventist Church, is a united,
organized body of believers.!

Company is a church not yet organized; it is an extension of the church to
enter a new area.

District refers to a number of organized churches, some with companies.

Station or Zone refers to a number of districts grouped together under one
pastor who assists the Field or Conference.?

Association is also called Field and is an organized body of local churches in
a state, province, or territory. It comprises many zones (stations).

Conference is a Field which has reached the stage of maturity in self-support.

Union is a body of conferences/associations/fields within a larger territory.

Division embraces local unions.

!General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, Working Policy of the General
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2000-2001),
47. TheWorking Policy defines the internal organization and discipline of the Church as one
body worldwide.

2The Station and District are not known as official levels of the SDA Church but were
adopted in RUM to facilitate the work of the president of the Field/Conference. A district is
composed of many churches under one pastor. The number of stations differs according to the
geographical situation of the field. The local churches and companies are under the
supervision of church elders and church committees assisting their district pastor.



General Conference is the largest unit of organization in the Adventist
Church, embracing all unions/missions and other church organizations in all parts of
the world.

Church Transfer Letter is a form with three parts, used by the church to
transfer/receive a member to/from another Adventist Church.

Regular members in this study are members who are not new, who are
already members of the local church, baptized or received by transfer earlier.

Church committee is also called church board and is composed of church
elders and heads of departments in the local church. Its members are re-elected every
year and the committee is chaired by the first elder or local pastor.

Church officers, here, refer to all church members elected by their local
church to be in charge of different activities of the church. They officiate for a one-

year term of office but can be re-elected.

Methodology of the Study

This study used the methodology of program development as has been
adopted by AUA in its Manual for Written Works.® Explaining this approach,
Vyhmeister said, “In program development research, the researcher determines the
need for a program or intervention, establishes its theoretical basis, sets its objectives,
designs it, implements it, and evaluates the results.”* In that context, this study was
based on the following steps:

1. Chapter 1 contains the definition of the problem of retention of church

members in the Rwanda Union Mission (RUM), particularly in the

3Andrew Mutero and Gheorghe Razmerita, Adventist University of Africa Standards
for Written Work (Nairobi, Kenya: AUA Publications, 2010), 4.

*Nancy Vyhmeister, Quality Research Papers, 2" ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
2008), 163.



Kabusunzu SDA Church, which is the focus of this study. The purpose and
justification of the study are formulated according to the defined problem.
The delimitation of the study is set and terms used are defined.

. Chapter 2 is based on the theoretical foundations of the retention of church
members through biblical history. There follows a brief look at church
membership loss and retention strategies in Protestant churches, the
Roman Catholic Church, and the SDA Church.

. Chapter 3 describes the problem of losing church members and the
retention methods adopted by the District of Mount Kigali. This district is
described in its geographic, historical, and sociological context to
understand its problem. Questionnaires and interviews were useful tools to
try to reach the reality behind the problem.

. Chapter 4 focuses on the design, implementation, and evaluation of a
strategy fitting the results revealed by surveys and observation of the
problem. Then a strategy was implemented in Kabusunzu SDA Church for
one year, 2014. After that, the results were evaluated using the forms filled
out by different local leaders of the church and cells.

. Chapter 5 presents a summary of the study and the conclusions drawn. It

highlights the recommendations made on the basis of the study.



CHAPTER 2
BIBLICAL AND THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS
OF MEMBERSHIP RETENTION
This chapter reviews the theoretical foundations of the retention of church
members in the Bible, and then takes a brief look at church membership loss. Finally,

| consider retention strategies in Christian churches and the SDA Church.

Retention as a Sensitive Topic in the Mission of the Church
Much effort and many strategies have been adopted for churches to lead
people to baptism, but there are few commitments to the nurturing and discipleship of
both new converts and those who have been in the church for some time. Mallison
puts it in these words:

Unfortunately, the Christian church has not always been faithful in its care of
new disciples. It has preached the Good News and tried to win people to Christ
and rejoiced when people have come to faith in Jesus Christ but often those
who have responded have not been properly cared for. Like new-born human
babies, those who are ‘born anew’ spiritually need special care to help them
become established.!

In a similar fashion, Mark Finley, an evangelist, also remarks:

Nurturing and discipleship do not happen by accident but must be carefully
planned. Without a strategy of discipleship in place, apostasies will be high. If
the church does not provide nurturing opportunities for new believers, they
will either be weak in the faith for years and create problems in the church or
leave the church altogether.?

LJohn Mallison, Building Small Groups in the Christian Community (West Ryde,
N.S.W, Australia: Renewal Publications, 1978), 193.

2Mark Finley, “Evangelism’s Big Picture: From Baptism to Discipleship” (September
2009), accessed 10 September 2012. www.itiswritten.com/store/products/
unsealingdanielsmysterieslessons.



Retention in the Bible
The Bible is considered by Christians as an authority for their beliefs and
practices. This section is about the study of retention throughout the Bible—the book

which reveals God’s character to fallen humanity.

A General Aspect: A Relational God Desiring
The Salvation of All Humanity

Throughout the Scriptures, three historical events reveal God as a God of
relationship with His creatures, a God who takes care of people, aiming at the
salvation of all humanity. The first is the Sabbath at the end of Creation week
(Gen2:1-3), the second is the sanctuary for God to dwell among His people, Israel
(Exod 25:8). Finally, and most important, is the incarnation of the eternal Son,
Emmanuel, God with His people in the person of Jesus Christ, the Savior of all
humanity (John 1:14, Isa 7:14). From the SDA Handbook of Theology, it is clear that

In each event the same relational structure is maintained. The biblical

conception of God sees Him entering into relation with the world He has

created and continuously sustains, not as a hidden force within the depths of

nature but rather as a Person who relates with men and women as He dwells
with them throughout and within the flow of human history.®

The constant relational nature of God with humanity has the purpose of
Salvationfor all. Even after rebellion against His law, God’s will is clear: “He wishes
none to be lost (2Pet 3:9), but all to be saved (1Tim 2:4), through Jesus’ name (Matt

1:21; Acts 4:12; 1Thess 5:9; Rom 10:13). In sharing human suffering, Jesus has

3Ivan Blazen, “Salvation,” in Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology, edited by
Raoul Dederen, vol. 12, SDA Bible Commentary (Hagerstown, MD 21740: Review and
Herald, 2000), 117,118.



become the pioneer and source of eternal salvation to all who follow Him (Heb 2:10;
5:9).7
Commenting on this, Haynes wrote:
God brought the world into existence. He upholds it by the word of His power.
He is occupied with the superintendence of myriads of worlds and systems.
But from the instant that His universe was marred by the introduction of sin,
by the revolt against His rule, by the rebellion against His government, His
supreme interest has been redemption, reconciliation, recovery. ... So God’s

great business with humanity is evangelism. His supreme object is ‘to seek
and to save that which was lost.”

Modes of Retention in the Old Testament

Genesis starts by picturing the creation as an act of God, a relational and
keeping action. In Fretheim’s view, different evidences show here a God who did not
want to be separated from His creatures: (1) man and woman were created, not only
with God’s touch (Gen 2:7), but also in His own image (Gen 1:26,27); (2) Adam and
Eve were to have communion with God (Gen 2:1-3), they were to take care of His
creation (Gen 2:15); (3) God had commanded Adam and Eve to stay away from the
tree of knowledge of good and evil, which would surely lead them to separation and
death (Gen 2:16,17); (4) after the fall, God prohibited them from returning to the
tree of life to avoid an eternally painful life (Gen 3:24).5Thus, man was informed and
warned by God of the danger and undesired cost of life which could result in

separation from God and from God’s ways.

“Fernando Canale, “Doctrine of God,” in ibid., 271.

SCarlyle B. Haynes, Living Evangelism (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1937),
22, 24,

®Terence E. Fretheim, “The Book of Genesis: Introduction, Commentary and
Reflections,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, 12 vols. (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1994),
1:351, 352.



When Eve followed the devil’s instructions, her relationship with God was
broken. Adam also did the same by following the choice of his wife (Gen 3:6). Thus,
calamity followed.

Genesis 3 records God’s searching for the lost humans and reconciling with
them by the introduction of sacrifices to maintain the relationship.’By Noah’s time,
while every inclination of the thoughts of Adam’s descendants was only evil all the
time (Gen 6:5), God provided time for grace and made a call to repentance and then
gave instructions to prepare an ark for the salvation of anyone who would accept His
offer (Gen 6:7).

Being keepers of one another. Considering the question of Cain, “Am I my
brother’s keeper?” with the question of God, “Where is your brother Abel?” there is
an established obligation of caring for one another (Gen 4:9). The failure of Adam
and Eve to keep together had led them to fall into sin. The same way, Cain killed his
brother while God intended him to be keeper of his brother. The intervention of God
when Cain got angry, advising him to do what was right (Gen 4:7), shows also that
God worked with him to avoid his personal loss. In the OT, not only did God not want
to lose anyone of those He had created, but also He accounted those beings

responsible to keep one another safe.

"Ellen White, Patriarchs and Prophets (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1958),
69.



Israel as the Chosen People. The aspect of retention and of keeping God’s
adherents is also important in the call and the life of Israel, the chosen nation. The call
of Israel began with the call of Abram in Genesis 12. God’s plan was not only to have
a people set apart, being His “treasured possession,” but also a “kingdom of priests
and a holy nation® (Gen12:1-3; Exod19:4-6). Through the priestly ministry of Israel
as a holy nation, God intended to bring back the other nations who were on their way
to be lost.

Gibbs observes that “even though God has chosen to limit his disclosures to
and through a particular people, His concern was extended to all nations dwelling in
the world that He has created. From Adam and Eve the first to be created, He doesn’t
want to lose anybody.”® Further he notes that “Abraham is assigned the role of a
mediator of blessing in God’s saving plan or all the families of the earth.”° In living
God’s holiness and blessings, Israel would attract the perishing world to God. That
was the evangelistic model for the times (Zech 8:20-23; Isa 60:1-3).

God’s law in the guidance and retention of Israel. From God’s call to
Abraham to leave his country, his people, and his family, the relation with God is
defined by obedience to whatever God says. Abram believed and obeyed; thus he was
saved and given promises. While the Lord was about to destroy Sodom, He said:

Shall I hide from Abraham what | am about to do? Abraham will surely

become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed

through him. For | have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his
household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and

just, so that the LORD will bring about for Abraham what He has promised
him (Gen 18:18, 19).

8Unless otherwise specified, all Bible texts are taken from the New International
Version.

°Eddie Gibbs, I Believe in Church Growth (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1981),
24, 25.

bid., 25.
10



Even with the pleading of Abraham, the question was if the Lord would
“sweep away the righteous with the wicked.” The answer was that there would be
forgiveness for the whole city even if there were ten righteous people (Gen 18:23-32).
Throughout the story of Israel as a chosen nation, the breaking of the relationship with
God through disregard to His precepts and law always led to destruction and the loss
of life. The mission of each prophet was to show God’s concern towards a chosen
nation, urging it to come to its senses before the great day of God’s Judgment arrived
(Isa 1:2-9, Joel 1:15; 2:2). If Israel returned to God, they would be saved (Hos 6:1-3).
The story of Jonah and Nineveh shows the role that God intended for Israel to play in
the salvation of other nations as well (Jonah 1-4).

One-another keeping within Israel. The life of Israel after deliverance from
Egypt illustrates how the people needed each other. The leadership structure, the
Word of God given to Israel, God’s laws and commands that were to be taught and
reminded to one another, were all provided to help the chosen people stay faithful to
God and not perish. At Mount Sinai God said to Moses: “Go down and warn the
people so they do not force their way through to see the LORD and many of them
perish” (Exod 19:21, 22). Moses and all other leaders and prophets were to warn and
protect God’s people. The priests were to play the role of mediators, but were also
warned to keep themselves in God’s holiness to not be consumed (Leviticus). Parents
were asked to retain their children in the faith, transmitting God’s will and their
testimonies to their descendants (Deut 4:9; 6:1-12).

Talking about the church before Christianity, Howard-Brook wrote:

During the period of Israel’s existence prior to the monarchy, it was the family

household and the association of households known as mishpachah, or ‘clan’,

in which people found their primary identity.... One’s relationships with one’s
blood kin for which one was expected to risk death [the case of Abraham

engaging himself in a war to rescue his nephew], ...the unity and the solidarity
of household and clan were frequently torn apart by needs of Israel’s imperial

11



regime for workers and wealth. ...The ekklesia thus saw itself in continuity

with the historical Israelite sense of being called out of empire to be God’s

own people. Members were expected to see each other as bonded by glue
stronger than blood: the very will of the Creator.*

Retention and mutual responsibilities are the lessons we are to learn from the
detailed list of the laws given besides the Ten Commandments (Exod 21-24). God
expected the children of Israel to consider the life and property of others and to
protect it in love, as one would like others to protect theirs (Lev 19:18 cf. Matt 7:12).
When God says “eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot” (Exod
21:24), this was a measure of prevention. God wanted everybody to think highly of
others and see if they would like others to act the same towards them. Then one
should guard oneself from doing such a thing.

Universality of God’s Covenant. Throughout the Bible, God the Creator is a
covenantal God. He made a covenant with Adam and Eve about reproduction (Gen
1:28), a covenant with Noah (Gen 9:1-17), a covenant with Abraham and his
descendants (Gen 12:2,3; 15:18; 17:9-14),and then a covenant with Israel as a nation
(Exod 19:20). Gibbs shows that all the covenants God made with His people, as
recorded in the Bible, are universal. The chosen people are drawn closer to their God
through obedience to the covenant, but this does not exclude others. Gibbs put it in
these words:

While the Mosaic covenant set Israel apart from the nations, it by no means

excluded them from its benefits. There are specific provisions laid down for

non-Israelites to become members of God’s people. The qualification for
membership is not birth, but willingness to commit oneself. From the time of

"Wes Howard-Brook, The Church Before Christianity (Maryknoll,New York: Orbis
Books, 2001), 75,76. He notes that the word used to refer to Israel in their journey from
Egypt to Canaan is ‘edah, often translated as “congregation”; but also gahal which was
translated by the Septuagint translators into Greek as ekklesia or synagogue, referring to
Israel’s assembly. This word gives birth to “church” in New Testament (16, 17).
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the Exodus from Egypt foreigners formed part of the company (Exod12:38;
Num 11:4).%2

Howard-Brook adds:

One of the purposes of the long narrative of the wilderness wanderings is to

make precisely this pint: to be true to the covenant, the people must be united

in intention and action. The consequences of dissent are rebellion, violence,

and eventually the destruction of the entire community. 3

Overall, looking at the Old Testament and the story of God and mankind, it
can be concluded that God, the Creator, worked throughout history, in different ways,
even after sin, to preserve the humans He had created in His image. The covenants in
Eden and after Eden, the call and mission of the patriarchs, the call and mission of the
chosen nation of Israel, and the structure of their life surrounding the Tabernacle show
God’s willingness to dwell among His people (Ex0d25:8). The universal character of
the covenants He made throughout history, the prophets and their warnings, both to
Israel and to non-chosen nations (Isa 56)—all favor viewing God’s activities as
strategies to keep His people from the devil’s determination to destroy God’s creation
(Job1:9-2:7).

The Church of the New Testament and
Membership Retention

The New Testament narrates the coming of Christ the Messiah and the
foundation of a new community of believers, the Christian church. Not only is Jesus
the founder of the church, but also the head of it. At the same time, church members
constitute the different parts of the body and everyone finds value in Christ (1 Cor

12:12-27). He is the living Stone, on which the spiritual house is to become a “holy

priesthood,” with the mission of mediation through evangelism to non-believers (1Pet

12Gibbs, 31.

18Howard-Brook, 18.
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2:4,5,9). The purpose of His coming, as well as the essence of His church, is

salvation for all, providing life in full to those who believe in Him, seeking the lost to
deliver them from Satan, the liar and thief (John 10:10, 16; 8:44; 3:16,17). The role of
the church in the New Testament was to preserve truth and to warn the world, calling

everyone to accept God’s gift of salvation in Christ (Rev 12; 14:6-12).

Jesus and Church Membership Retention

According to Hall, apostasy in New Testament was rare, due “to the fact that
Jesus, the most successful pastor, evangelist, and teacher, started the church on a
voluntary basis (Matt 4:18-20). Even with a large group (Matt 10:2-4), He proceeded
so that each member received His personal attention (Luke 21:31-32; John 13:26-
27).”**Hall also notes that discipleship and assimilation were given importance in
Jesus’ ministry and the disciples were sent out to also make disciples. The fact that
Jesus accepted Judas, the betrayer, to be among His twelve disciples, as evident from
how He interacted with him during the evening meal before His crucifixion, shows
His personal efforts to retain him (John 13). Further, He prayed for Peter when Satan
had asked for him; He worked closely with him and assured him of forgiveness when
he was tempted by the evil one (Luke 22:31; John 21:15-18).

Roy details the methods of Christ in evangelizing and keeping people in five
steps: (1) Christ mingled with people, showing a genuine interest in their well-being;
(2) Christ sympathized with people; (3) Christ took time to minister to peoples’ needs;

(4) Christ won the confidence of the people He mingled with, sympathized with them,

1“Enell O. Hall, “The Development of a Program for the Retention of New Members
in the New Jerusalem Seventh-day Adventist Church” (DMin diss., Andrews University,
1999),57.
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and ministered to them; (5) Christ invited His friends to follow Him. This was a
challenge to be like Him who called them.?®

Almost at the end of His mission on earth, while praying not only for His
current disciples, but also for those who were to believe in Him by their message
(John 17:20), He could say: “I protected them and kept them safe by that name you
gave me. None has been lost except the one doomed to destruction so that Scripture
would be fulfilled” (17:12). Howard-Mills pointed out that: “Jesus said that He had
not lost any of the sheep the Father had given Him. Everyone is important to God!
Not even one person is to be lost! No one is just a number. No one should be treated
as mere statistic. Interaction is the key to ensuring this.”® This is what the New

Testament is all about.

The Apostolic Church and Membership Retention

Throughout the book of Acts, the main issue is increasing the number of
members or adherents to the newly established Christian church instead of losses.
Jesus worked with a small group of twelve (Matt 10:2-4) who received the Great
Commission of preaching the gospel to the whole world. The group became 120
before Pentecost (Acts 1:15), then 3120 with the Pentecost event (Acts 2:41), and
finally5, 000 plus women and children as the church was active in testimony (Acts
4:4). The Scriptures say that “more and more men and women believed in the Lord
and were added to their number” (Acts 5:14).

Only four persons in the New Testament are specifically noted to have

apostatized: Judas (John 13:34), Ananias and Saphira (Acts 5:5), then Demas (2Tim

Ruthven Roy, A Challenge to the Remnant: Designing Our Mission Strategy to
Impact the Real World (Frederick, MD: Network Discipling Ministries, 2002), 191-192.

®Dag Heward-Mills, Transform Your Pastoral Ministry (Willington, CT: Lux Vergi,
2008), 232.
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4:10). Hall in his comments adds “John Mark, who went astray, but later repented and
returned,” considering what happened to him with Paul (Acts 13:13, 15-38).17 Again,
for this author, the “secret for such an effective assimilation program” is found in
Acts 2:42-44. Then he notes:

This passage gives a list of eleven spiritual dynamics that were evident in the

New Testament church, thus creating the atmosphere for effective

assimilation: teaching, fellowship, communion, prayer, miracles, pooled

resources, commonality, meeting needs, spending time together, praise,

evangelism, and total assimilation.*®

This seems to agree with Gane who found in Acts 2:42-47 “four
interdependent forces or dynamics that undergirded the growing church community.”
These are (1) grace, which is the forgiveness of Christ to His followers; (2) worship,
as the early community of believers celebrated together “God’s gift of grace in Jesus;”
(3) community, relationships in which individuals were bonded together with Christ
and one another; and (4) service, the church being intentional about extending these
relationships to others.*°

As the newly-born Christian church was faithful to the Master and lived as a
family, worshiping together and being devoted to serving Him, they experienced

growth in number and spirituality. It was hard for any of them to leave that kind of

fellowship, a kind of active family.

"Hall, 58.
Blbid.

¥Barry Gane, Building Youth Ministry: A Foundational Guide (La Sierra, CA:
Hancock Center, 1997), 52-53.
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The Churches of Paul and Membership Retention

After his conversion, Paul accepted his call and became a church planter in
different areas of Asia Minor (Acts 9; 1Tim 1:12-14). His warning to the leaders of
the church of Ephesus, when he was about to leave them, shows not only how he was
carrying an overwhelming burden for preaching the gospel to all, both gentiles and
Jews, but also how he cared for the converts, to keep them from backsliding or
apostasy. In Acts 20:28-31, he said:

Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has

made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with

his own blood. I know that after | leave, savage wolves will come in among
you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise
and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your
guard! Remember that for three years, | never stopped warning each of you
night and day with tears.

Throughout his letters, Paul’s strategy to retain believers faithful to Jesus is
found in different activities and procedures such as: (1) commitment in personal
pastoral care to church members (Col 1:24-2:5); (2) encouragement of fellowship in
house/small groups (Rom 6:5); (3) exhortation to keep one another in love and mutual
consideration as brethren and as one body (Rom 12:9-21;14:13; 1Cor 12:12-

27); (4) the efficiency of servant leadership; (5) his concern for the believers to
become active disciples of Christ, according to their respective spiritual gifts and true
to their testimony (1Cor 12:1-11); (6) motivation for the converts to diligent study of
the Scriptures (1Tim 3:15, 6; Acts 17:11); (7) instructions on the importance of
nurturing and follow-up concerns (Titus 1:5; 2:15). He constantly wrote to the
churches to warn them about divisions, order, and spiritual growth. His letters and

journeys show that he was not only dedicated to bring the Gospel to new areas, but

also was aiming to retain those he had already brought to the Christian message.
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Membership Loss and Retention in Contemporary Writings
After considering the issue of retention in the Bible, the research turns now to
Christian writings. The following section is based on church membership retention as
a great challenge in Christian churches, the causes of dropouts from church, and

proposed methods to stop these losses.

Retention as the Great Challenge in Christian Churches

In his book, Clapp observes that “some churches put much energy into
bringing people to the church, but have fewer strategies of follow-up to keep them in
membership.”?® Smith characterizes the rate of dropout in mainline denomination as a
“critical problem.” According to his research, “35 percent of those raised
Congregationalists, Methodists, and Presbyterians switched to some other
denomination,” while 69 percent of dropouts from the United Presbyterian Church did
not join any other church. Also, the number of names removed from membership rolls
“was considerably greater than those received by profession of faith.”?'Thom S.
Rainer and Sam S. Rainer note that 70 percent of the young adults “drop out between
the age of 18 and 22.”22 Regarding Catholicism in the United States, Alessi writes:

A recent study by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life has found that

the Catholic Church has been hit hardest by changes in religious affiliation in

the United States. Although Catholicism was found to have a retention rate of

68 percent, a number comparable to or better than other religious groups, the

Catholic Church has lost the most members, primarily to the Protestant

denominations or to the ranks of the unaffiliated. ... Almost half of Catholics
who are now (48 percent) left Catholicism before reaching age 18. ... Those

2Steve Clapp, Overcoming Barriers to Church Growth (Elgin, IL: Andrew Center,
1994), 67.

2Donald P. Smith, “Closing the Back Door: Toward the Retention of Church
Members,” in The Mainstream Protestant “Decline”’: The Presbyterian Pattern, ed. Milton
J.Coalter et al. (Louisville, KY: John Knox, 1990), 86.

22Thom S. Rainer and Sam S. Rainer, Essential Church: Reclaiming a Generation of
Dropouts (Nashville, TN: B&H Books, 2008), 4.
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who have left Catholicism outnumber those who have joined the Catholic
Church by nearly a four-to-one margin unaffiliated. 2

Though this research was conducted in America, the authors reflect what is
going on throughout the world. The situation may also be the same, if not more
challenging, in Africa, particularly in Rwanda, where Christians are about 95 percent
of the population. Many of them prefer to hold a Christian identity, but do not attend
any church or have gone from one denomination to another. This leads us to study

why people leave their churches.

Causes of Dropouts in Christian Churches

Different writers have observed different reasons why Christians leave their
churches. They do so either to join other denominations or to remain unaffiliated with
any church. Some of those causes are personal, related to the life of the ones quitting;
others are related to the church as a body, where they used to belong, and others to the
pastoral care or leadership of the church. Based on a research conducted to find why
members of Conservative Calvinist churches stay or leave their congregations, Bouma
introduces theological reason as a major reason—yet second to problems with the
community structure—for members to stay in the Christian Reformed Church

(CRC).2¢

23Scott Alessi, “Solutions to the Catholic Retention Problem, ” Qur Sunday Visitor:
OSV Newsweekly, 12 June 2009, accessed September2012, http://www.osv.com
[tabid/7621/itemid/4945/Solution-to-the-Catholic-retention-problem.aspx.

24Gary D. Bouma, “Keeping the Faithful: Patterns of Membership Retention in the

Christian Reformed Church,” Sociological Analysis41 (Autumn 1980): 262, accessed 22
October 2013, http//www.jstor.org/stable/3710402.

19



Causes related to the church body and its structure. The retention of
church members, particularly newcomers, seems primarily to relate to the motivation
generated by church life itself. How regular members relate to the newcomers or how
they relate to one another brings satisfaction or disappointment to individuals. The
study done with CRC members, both those who left the church and those who stayed,
resulted in almost the same percentage, thus, confirming this reality. The research
showed that the nature of CRC community played a major role in membership loss.
Responses from former members showed that “the bonds of attachment to that
community were weak.”?® This is also the view of Olson who said: “Churchgoers join
or leave a particular church because of their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with various
aspects of church life.”?® How the newcomer is welcomed into the congregation, how
he or she finds friends, the kind of worship, all make the person to be well
assimilated. Once the assimilation problem is resolved, notes Hall, the number of
apostasies or dropouts is reduced. He put it in this way:

Individuals love to feel wanted, welcomed, and accepted. ... Many churches

today do not have a clear biblical understanding of the concept of assimilation.

This ignorance has contributed to the older members’ attitudes toward new

converts. Instead of being a means of support for the new converts, they

become a deterrent to the spiritual growth of the new converts. Assimilation,
therefore, becomes ineffective in such an atmosphere.?’

2bid., 263.

%Daniel V.A. Olson, “Church Friendships: Boon or Barrier to Church Growth?”
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religious 28 (December 1989):432, accessed 22 October
2013, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1386575.

2"Hall, 181,182-183.
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Worldly and personal causes. The world experiences changes and struggles
as decades, milieu, and environment change and differ. Political changes, as well as
social and economic changes need relevant adaptability, both for the church process
in recruitment methodology or for the process of retaining church members without
compromising their faith and doctrines. In Hadaway’s view, the negative implication
is particularly evident in regards to the youth in the church. He observes:

The bulk of those who became disillusioned with the church simply left. Some

gave a shrug of disinterest as they drifted away, while others shook the dust

off their feet. Counterculture values also spread in diluted form to the older
generation, causing some to drop out. ... Millions eventually drifted into

Mental Member status... and others were lost to their churches and eventually

were purged from the rolls.?®

Jones speaks of people with “character disorders” who need help concerning
their family and friends. He puts these among personal causes for leaving the
churches.?*Clapp gives the most frequent reasons expressed by former members for
their departure: (1) loss of employment, (2) marital separation or divorce, (3) death of
a parent or other family member, (4) serious illness, (5) depression, (6) alcohol or
other drug problem, and (7) difficulties with children. Beyond these four groups,
Clapp thought that some dropped simply out of habit. Once their enthusiasm for
involvement in church activities passed, and they fail to attend regularly, new

believers are lost, unless they are visited, reclaimed, and reintegrated within six

months.3°

C. Kirk Hadaway, What Can We Do About Church Dropouts? (Nashville, TN:
Abingdon, 1990), 30-31. Defining “Mental Members,” the author put them in three
categories. The “estranged” consider it optional to be a member of the church and value their
freedom. The “Indifferent” are not antagonistic toward the church but they just don’t care.
The “Nominals ... not only avoid attending church but they also hold no traditional religious
beliefs.” They maintain their religious identity primarily for status and cultural reasons.

#Mark S. Jones, Reclaiming Inactive Church Members (Nashville, TN: Broadman,
1988), 53.

%Clapp, 78-81.
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Thus, the attractions of the world and the environment of life continue to
weigh on new and old believers. When these are not well managed, people end by
returning to their old life.

Causes related to pastoral care and leadership of the church. The failure
of a pastor to train church members in biblical skills and principles and to make them
disciples ready to make disciples for Christ may be the cause of the church’s failure to
assimilate newcomers. The kind of leadership the pastor or the church elders
demonstrate may also lead to frustration, dissatisfaction, disintegration, and finally to
a member’s leaving the church. Members are encouraged when they find spirituality,
unity, and modeling a commitment to doctrines and to God’s work in their spiritual
leaders. Among the seven laws of Allen Ratta for members’ retention, the first one is
“Love Them or Lose Them.” Members, newcomers, or old timers, all need to be
loved, visited, and considered by their pastor. Ratta wrote: “Do members have
confidence that their needs will be known and timely pastoral care will be available in
their time of need? ... The pastor who takes the development of pastoral care
ministries seriously is the pastor who will enjoy the stability of a congregation that
sticks around because they feel loved.”3!In Clapp’s research, more than seven percent
of former members responded that they ceased to attend the church when their pastor
was changed.? While it may signify the good relationship the pastor had with the
congregation, it may also prove the pastor’s failure to lead church members to grow

into close relationship with one another.

$tAllen Ratta, “The Seven Laws of Member/Adherent Retention,” CEO Connection
Power.com (2004), accessed 14 October 2012, http//www.connectionpower.com
/downloads/7LawsofMemberRetention.pdf.

$2Clapp, 82.
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Proposed Methods of Retention in Christian Writings

After listing the different causes which make church members to drop out, this
section deals with different methods that churches can use to retain their members,
according to different Christian writings.

Leading members to experience a personal encounter with Christ.
Everyone must be involved in the church process of evangelism which aims to gain
and retain both old and new members. Unless all of them have personally experienced
the love of God and are committed to live and work faithfully for Jesus, as expected
from true disciples, theoretical strategies, without a shared vision, may end in vain.
This is what Peter seems to underline for those who came to Jesus: “Therefore, rid
yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind.
Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your
salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good” (1 Pet 2:1-3). The problem
of inactive members has to do with “their view of themselves as followers of Jesus,”
wrote Jones. For him, the believer’s profession of faith in Christ ought to be a
personal “commitment to His lordship as well as a claiming of salvation truths.” He
introduces the words of Jesus Himself in Luke 14:26-33 where believers are warned
to have faith not centered in man, but committed to follow Christ whatever happens.
He writes: “The cost of discipleship is an all-encompassing surrender.”33

To prevent a convert from dropping out, that person—whether new or old—is
to be led to understand that the issue of faith is a matter of death or life. That person
needs to understand that the true model for one’s faith is Jesus, not man. Then that

person will conclude with Paul that nothing and nobody will separate them from God

33Jones, 55.
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and His love (Rom 8:38, 39). This was also the view of Martin Luther: “Each one
should believe at his own risk and peril.”3*

Leading members to become disciples and avoid inactivity. One dictionary
defines disciple as coming from mathéthai, which involves “too much personal
attachment and commitment to be adequately rendered by ‘pupil’.”*® Then for Bill
Hull, the Bible’s definition of a disciple is “a mature believer, one who does his part
in the body and in the world ...one who abides in Christ, obeys, bears fruit, glorifies
God and has joy.”® The journey begins with entrance into the church. Describing
what Jesus recommended in the great commission in Matthew 28:18-20, Monte
Sahlin wrote the following:

Making disciples is not simply recruiting church members, doing good, or

chalking up baptisms. A disciple is one who has been born again, who has

joined the fellowship of believers, who has identified his or her spiritual gifts
and accepted a role in ministry compatible with those gifts. And a disciple
feels and senses of being called by the Holy Spirit to that ministry without
continual external motivation. Making disciples is not a short-term task, nor
can it be done by mass production.®’

From this point of view, a disciple is a convicted and converted person,
determined to follow Jesus and walk in His truth, whatever the cost. Such a person is
always busy seeking to draw others to the Master (making disciples). A disciple here
is not a burden to the other disciples the person joins, but an active organ of the body.

Such a person is not only ready to go church, to become a member, but an

unconditional follower of Jesus.

%Ellen G. White, The Great Hope (Nairobi: East-Central Africa Division, 2012), 122.

$Walter A. Ellwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 2"ed. (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker, 2001), 235.

%Bill Hull, The Disciple Making Pastor (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell, 2005),
92.

$"Monte Sahlin, Sharing our Faith with Friends without Losing Either (Hagerstown,
MD: Review and Herald, 1990), 34.
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Taking advantage of small groups in the church. David Githii traces the
beginning and importance of small groups from Eden, when God created Adam and
Eve. Then “God worked through family groupings and other forms of small groups to
establish His purposes.”® John Stott, who shared that idea, underlined its value: “The
value of the small group is that it can become a community of related persons, and in
it the benefit of personal relatedness cannot be missed. ... The person’s growing into
maturity, according to the purpose of God takes place in the context of a family
group.” The church in the New Testament also benefited from these groups.*

Small groups lead to effective growth and evangelism that wins and retains
people. About the size and fellowship, Mark S. John adds that “intimacy takes place
in the context of small groups. These groups are between eight and twelve persons. In
these small groups deep and meaningful experiences of Christian living are shared.”*
God did not create a person to live alone, in isolation of others.

John Mallison speaks of a variety of small groups with a common purpose:
“There are many kinds of small groups that function within the church. In main, if
they are in any way vital they have one common factor—they exist to meet the needs

of the persons involved.”**Among these groups, a church may have friendship or

®David Githii, How to Grow a Healthy and Vibrant Church through Small Church
Groups (Nairobi, Kenya: Fragancia Books, 2008), 23.

%9John Stott, The Living Church: Conviction of a Lifelong Pastor (Nottingham,
England: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 92.

40Jones, 45.

“Mallison, 37.

25



contact groups, interest groups, social groups, prayer groups, Bible study groups,
koinonia groups, outreach groups, and spontaneous or organized groups. All of these
“help each member to find his place and to exercise himself in using and growing his
or her spiritual gifts for the benefit of others.”*?Because of the importance and the role
small groups play, Dale E. Galloway, remarked that “to put church members into
small fellowship groups is an imperative; otherwise many will be lost within two
years.”*3

The loving-and-keeping-one-another strategy. With small groups in a
church, members learn to be accountable to God and to one another. From the
fellowship that reigns in that small cell, friendship and interdependence between
members are also developed that spread out to the whole congregation. Unlike the
answer given by Cain to God in Genesis 4:9, every member must be trained to
become a keeper of his brother or sister. Not only will a person feel lost when absent
from the group, the group will not rest until they find the one who is absent. This is
the primary characteristic of an active cell group. Heward-Mills said that church
members must be encouraged to make friends and invite each other to their homes.
He wrote that “Once people have friends in the congregation, they will be glued to the
church. Leaving the church becomes a little more complicated. Leaving the church

now means leaving all your friends. Interaction between church members is truly a

key to stabilizing the congregation and encouraging church growth.”**

“Ibid., 37-43.

“3Dale E. Galloway, 2020 Vision: How to Create a Successful Church (Portland, OR:
Scott, 1986), 104.

“Heward-Mills, 247.
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Effective pastoral care and dynamic leadership. For a church to be effective
there is need for its church elders and the pastor to be effective first. Defining that
effectiveness, John F. MacArthur says that a pastor or another leader of the church is
effective when he or she is godly, fascinated to live Jesus’ model in holiness, in
leadership, and in gaining souls. This pastor’s role is to draw old and new-comers to
Jesus and to His Word, not to himself.* Effective leadership will train and motivate
believers to be disciples (active followers of Christ) not spectators. Through
motivated fellowship in active cell groups and visitation, believers will be led to a
sustainable relationship with their Master Jesus. Thus they will be protected from
loneliness.

Friendship evangelism motivated. For people to come and stay in the
church, the pastor may consider motivating friendship and interaction among
members and between regular members with outside people to reach them and bring
them to salvation. Heward-Mills, in his advice to church pastors, noted: “Dear Pastor,
do not forget this! People may join the church for various reasons. However, people
stay in church because of the people they know and the friends they make! This is
what I call church cement.”*® A good pastor will make his church a dynamic one, not
holding on to traditions, making it effective for either youth or old people without
compromising the doctrines. Such a pastor will consider adequate approaches in

evangelism and nurturing, depending on whether the church is located in a town or in

45John F. Macarthur, The Master’s Plan for the Church (Chicago, IL: Moody Press,
1991), 101-104.

46Heward-Mills, 232.
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a city.*” The pastor’s role is to be a trainer of both other church leaders and the
congregation, leading members to be disciples and disciple makers. Every believer, as
a true disciple, ought to have a burden for Jesus. God’s desire is to save people and
make them instruments of salvation to others. Friendship evangelism finds its
foundation in love. The love with which God loves people motivates them to love

others and work hard for their salvation.

Ellen G. White and Membership Retention Advice

According to Ellen G. White’s writings, the backsliding or lack of growth in
faith of church members results from poor pastoral care. In the churches, there is
inactivity of newcomers and older church members, as well as a misunderstanding by
members of the great commission given by Jesus to all His believers, calling them all
to be missionaries, as well as keepers of the brothers and sisters in the body.*®

Different considerations have been raised to face the challenge:*° (1) a follow-
up model which consists in indoctrination and repetition of the doctrines presented for
the new converts to understand clearly and fix in their mind, (2) members of the
church being active in home cells (cell groups) and showing themselves enthusiastic
and interested in assimilating the newcomers into their churches, (3) pastor’s role

which is first to * set members at work*° (ancients and new ones) and then by

#"John Stott, Christian Mission in the Modern Word(Downers Grove, IL.:
InterVarsity Press, 1975), 167.

“8Ellen G. White, Evangelism (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1946), 334-383.
There is a whole chapter on “Establishing and Holding New Converts,” which summarizes
her view of how to deal with members, particularly the new ones. Many of her other letters
and books are quoted there.

“lbid.

%Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press,
1948), 7:20.
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organized visitations to be close to every heart but also to feed the flock well, (4) the
importance of a “guardianship plan,” which consists of one-another motivation, that is
friendship and caring, benefiting both old and new members in what is called “home
missionary work,”tand (5) the newly baptized being impressed and motivated for
constant and diligent study of the Bible, in order to search for and abide in the truth,

so they will be preserved against spiritual death or false teaching.>?

Membership Losses and Retention Strategies in
the Seventh-day Adventist Church
As with other Christian denominations, the SDA Church is facing the
challenge of significant dropouts or missing members which occur after a particular
effort in bringing in new members. The following section of this study concerns the
general situation, as well as the causes of the losses and the strategies that the church

is trying in order to overcome that challenge.

Losses and Retention in the
Seventh-day Adventist Church

From an official document recommended and 