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NEW MEMBER FORMATION 
Chapter 5 

 
__________________________________ 

 
If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 

everything old had passed away; see, everything 
has become new. 

      2 Corinthians 5:17 
__________________________________ 

 
Excerpt	  from:	  
Don't	  Shoot	  the	  Horse	  ’Til	  You	  Know	  How	  to	  Drive	  the	  Tractor	  
Copyright	  ©	  Herb	  Mather.	  
Used	  by	  permission.	  	  
 
 The period of time between a person’s first visit to the church and the decision to 
become an official member of the congregation is a time of crucial formation.  If giving is absent 
from the agenda, both the new member and the mission of the church suffers.  The journey into 
membership is a wonderful opportunity to help persons on their spiritual pilgrimage as giving 
Christians. 

 

A Place to Begin:  Formation 

 I struggled with the title for this chapter.  Is it formation or training?  Or, perhaps the best 
word is orientation.  Each of these words has been used by congregations to describe the 
process of welcoming new members into full participation.  Each of the words includes a 
dimension that seems missing in the others. 

 The act of uniting with a particular congregation is an important event.  Most leaders 
want to raise the significance of the experience to the highest level possible.  Uniting with a 
congregation signifies a growing relationship with God and with others.  It is a time filled with 
expectations.  The time has come to set aside embarrassment regarding expectations of new 
members.  One of those expectations is giving.  How is the new relationship of membership 
reflected in one’s giving?  What information about giving do people who unite with a 
congregation need and want? 

 The word training has limitations.  It indicates skill building, obedience, and uniformity.  
We are trained in how to use a computer or how to drive a car.  Church leaders may receive 
training in public speaking or in the management of volunteers.  In one sense, many of us were 
trained in giving when we were children.  Yet I suspect that generosity is inspired by personal 
example more than it is conveyed through formal training.  Many kinds of training are important, 
but the word doesn’t seem to fit what is needed when a person unites with a congregation. 

 Likewise, training sounds a demand for uniformity.  Uniformity is desirable in some 
circumstances.  For instance, every time I buy a box of Cheerios in the grocery store, I expect 
the product to be of uniform quality from one purchase to the next.  People who expect the choir 
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to sing on key may be disturbed if the singers can’t find a right note through a whole anthem of 
trying.  One man said that he wanted uniformity, but he didn’t want uniformly bad singing! 

 In church, uniformity sounds like an attempt to product clones.  How dull!  That is not 
what we are talking about.  We want unity rather than uniformity, and training doesn’t seem to 
get at the issue of Christian community that affirms diversity within unity.  Training rarely 
encourages diversity. 

 Furthermore, training is often associated with obedience.  Dogs are taken to obedience 
school where they are trained to heel, lie down, fetch, stay, and a host of other commands.  
Obedience is noble in some instances.  It depends on to whom and to what we are being 
obedient.  Blind obedience to a person or to an institution is potentially dangerous.  The Jim 
Jones (Guyana) and David Koresh (Waco, Texas) incidents show the dark side of obedience.  
Obedience to Jesus Christ is good, but we dare not claim that obedience to the rules of our 
churches is equivalent to obedience to Christ. 

 Orientation, on the other hand, sounds like map reading.  Some large church buildings 
almost require a map to get from one place to another.  It is usually helpful to take prospective 
members on a tour of a large facility (e.g., parents of young children want to know how to get 
from the sanctuary to the nursery). 

 Leaders escape many difficult encounters if they receive orientation as to where the 
traditions and other “land mines” are located.  Again, orientation is good, but it doesn’t sum up 
what we wish to communicate to new members about giving.  At best, orientation is only one 
dimension of the new member formation. 

 In contrast to these other words, I want to use the word formation.  Formation is an 
open-ended word that has as much to do with being as with doing.  Christian formation takes 
place within the core process of the church.  It includes hospitality extended, relationships 
developed, faith nurtured, and lives empowered.  It is multi-dimensional.  My appeal is not for 
giving to be the only dimension of faith formation but for it to be an important part of the total 
picture of faith development.  One result of a healthy relationship with God and the church is 
generous giving. 

 Formation leads toward deeper and richer commitment of life to God and to the mission 
of the church.  If new member formation were simply dispensing information rather than 
nurturing and challenging commitment, the new members could draw the conclusion that the 
requirement and expectation of church membership is to know information.  Initiation into the life 
of a congregation is much more akin to starting on a journey than passing a test.  Invite those 
who unite with the church to respond to the challenge of the gospel through giving.  Their giving 
is supportive of the mission and ministry of the congregation in the name of Jesus Christ. 

 Actions are always derivative.  Doing flows out of being.  The connection is important.  
Unfortunately, a healthy connection is not made automatically.  Unless healthy connections are 
named, the results are rarely desirable.  Both good and bad come out of the heart (see Matt. 
15:18-19).  It is our task to name the healthy outcomes and to invite people to embark upon the 
journey that leads to health and joy. 
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 Formation also implies relationship more than rules or information.  Dr. Edward Uthe 
summarized his research on Lutheran giving with eight statements, of which statement #7 is, 
“Knowledge of stewardship concepts (proportionate giving, growth giving) does not make much 
difference in the amount pledged.”1   Formation has to do with expectations more than with 
facts.   

 

The New Member 

 Business leaders know that they have to “know the customer” if they are going to 
successfully sell their product or service.  In the church, Sunday school materials are graded to 
fit the age of the participants in a class.  Communication with small children is different from 
communication with older adults.  The formation responsibility with persons who unite with the 
church has to be tailored to the uniqueness of the new members. 

 A variety of persons unite with a congregation.  Some are children.  Others are youth.  
Adults make up a major portion of the new members in growing churches.  In other 
congregations, most of the new members are children or spouses of long-time members. 

 Think of the people who have united with your congregation over the past year.  Do they 
include the entire age spread from children through older adults?  What is the significance in the 
differences in age?  Are the new members new to faith, or are they in the midst of a long 
spiritual journey?  Where are they in their spiritual maturity? 

 Giving is always in the context of larger faith questions.  The primary purpose of a 
focused plan for new member formation is not to pay the bills or to bail out the budget shortfall.  
New members are being “used” when membership recruitment becomes a plan to pay the bills 
of the church.  Giving is an important topic for new member formation because the God of the 
church is a giving God.  We are made in God’s image and are created to be givers. 

 

Expectations and Giving 

 The biggest reason to discuss giving with new members is because they are receptive.  
An investment of time and effort in their lives at this juncture is more apt to produce a positive 
response than an equal amount of time and effort at any other regularly scheduled time within 
the life of the congregation.  The potential return on your investment is maximized. 

 Most people who unite with a particular congregation enter with a spirit of openness and 
an air of expectation.  Some are openly and genuinely excited.  Others are more laid back.  The 
newcomer may be making a first-time commitment to Jesus Christ, or this may be the eleventh 
transfer of membership from one congregation to another.  Regardless of the new member’s 
stage in life or any other variable, there is expectation and anticipation.  This moment is an open 
door.  The door may never again be as welcoming to new patterns of action and activity. 

 Uniting with a specific church is a meaningful time in a person’s life.  He or she brings 
certain expectations – which may or may not be articulated.  The act of uniting with the 
congregation has significance both to the congregation and to the new member.  It is the 
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responsibility of church leaders to help the new members and the congregation clarify their 
expectations of each other.  What will this new relationship mean?  What will each offer to the 
other?  These questions are implicit in the act of formation. 

 Church leaders have an opportunity to help new members define what it means to be a 
Christian, to be a member of this denomination, and to belong to this congregation.  It is a time 
to tell the Story and the stories.  Clarify the church’s understanding of its mission in the 
community and the world.  Define the expectations in practical terms that are within the hopes 
and possibilities of the new member.  As part of the total picture, it is unfair to the new member 
to omit any word about expectations for giving. 

 A few congregations name the expectations clearly and without apology.  They do so in 
a straightforward manner and without guilt trips.  It is not a “big deal” as much as it is a natural 
part of who they are.  Several years ago, an officer in one such congregation phoned our office.  
She asked: “Do you consult with congregations about financial drives?”  When I asked what she 
meant, the caller told the following story of her church. 

 The congregation was only twelve years old.  They had grown from a handful to nearly 
1000 members with an average worship attendance of 500.  The small rented church building 
had long been outgrown.  Weekly worship was held in space rented from the public school 
system. 

 “We purchased thirteen acres of land for a church building.  The land is paid for -- 
$350,000.  We have another $325,000 in the bank earmarked for the new physical plant.  
Architects say the building we hope to construct will cost $1,300,000.  We went to a local bank 
to get a loan so we could start construction.  The bank officer inquired, ‘What are the results of 
your capital funds campaign?’  We asked them what they meant.  We have never had a 
campaign.  We just tithe.” 

 Tithing didn’t make sense to the bank official.  If the congregation was going to get a 
loan, they had to have a capital funds campaign.  The congregation needed the loan but didn’t 
know what to do. 

 Here was a church getting along quite nicely without a financial campaign (until they 
tried to do business with the secular world).  Is a financial campaign an essential part of good 
financial stewardship?  That congregation didn’t seem to think so.  The evidence looks pretty 
convincing.2   Anyone who united with that church knew that tithing was the expectation for 
giving.  It was not a law, but it was an expectation that was communicated in a gentle and loving 
manner. 

 The time of uniting with a congregation provide an opportunity to guide new members 
toward faithful stewardship and giving.  A steward discovers his/her own gifts.  A steward uses 
those gifts in the community and through the congregation.  A steward uses the resources at 
his/her disposal in ways that reflect the growing edge of one’s faith.  The steward reflects his/her 
understanding for a Christian lifestyle.  The steward is a growing, giving Christian.  Clearly state 
the expectations for the giving dimension of total stewardship. 
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 There are many ways to invite new members to become giving persons.  If only one or 
two persons are uniting, the best setting may be a personal interview or conversation.  If there is 
a “critical mass” of people uniting at one time, a more formal series of classes can be held. 

 

Timing for Classes on giving 

 In one sense, any time is a good time to testify to the joy in giving.  However, when we 
look at our church and at our personal schedules, we may feel that there is never a good time to 
add another responsibility to the calendar.  It isn’t just that raising expectations about giving is a 
problem (hang-up) for some people.  The problem of finding the time for the session(s) may 
seem overwhelming.  Time will not be schedule unless leaders consider it important enough to 
make the time. 

 The most effective timing for intentional faith formation sessions with persons is prior to 
formal uniting with the congregation.  Twentieth-century North Americans want to know what 
they are getting into and they tend to be cautious.  When expectations of members are 
announced after new members put their name on the official list, they often feel betrayed.  They 
wonder if the church can be trusted.  Straightforward, upfront talk about giving before uniting 
with the congregation is appreciated. 

 Giving is not the only factor in new member formation.  Incorporate a presentation about 
giving into the total plan for new member formation.  If your church has four sessions for 
inquirers, include giving expectations and guidance as half of one of the four sessions.  If you 
have eight sessions, it may be that a whole session can focus on giving. 

 There are many options for specific times to hold sessions on new member formation.  
Some congregations schedule the session during the church school hour; some churches may 
provide a simple lunch at noon on Sunday and have the formation sessions immediately 
afterward.  A weekday evening may work better in some communities and with some people.  
Explore times that will work best for your leaders and for the inquirers. 

 

Who Will Lead? 

 The decision about leadership for the formation sessions on giving is a matter of gifts 
and commitment rather than of tithes.  The pastor may be the one who is best gifted for the 
task, although some pastors may lack the particular gifts and graces for this responsibility.  
Whether it is a pastor or a layperson who leads is not as important as other factors.  Choose a 
presenter who is a giver.  Authenticity is more important than erudition. 

 Select a leader for this session whose giving is a natural expression of his or her faith.  
Choose someone who finds meaning and joy in giving.  Invite a leader who is on a pilgrimage 
rather than one who has the whole matter of giving “all figured out.”  Humility communicates a 
more positive message than arrogance. 

 Shared leadership by laity and clergy may be the ideal when the gifts and personalities 
of the two fit together well.  Whomever you choose, select persons who are more interested in 
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stories (testimony) than hard figures.  It is essential that the presenter be comfortable and 
unapologetic in talking about giving.  The responsibility is to communicate the relationship of 
giving to faith rather than to persuade persons to support a budget. 

 

Where to Meet? 

 A sanctuary is generally the least desirable place to hold new member formation 
sessions.  This is especially true if the sanctuary has pews that are fastened to the floor.  
Informal seating arrangements are much better.  Provide comfortable chairs in a circle or a 
semi-circle, if at all possible.  Offer refreshments at the beginning of the session.  A sense of 
informality and relaxation sets a tone for openness about giving talk.  A rigid seating 
arrangement hampers openness and interaction. 

 Holding sessions in a classroom in the church, or in a comfortable room in a parsonage 
or manse, or sessions that rotate among the homes of participants – all are good options.  The 
aim is to raise the comfort level so that persons are free to raise questions and concerns and to 
express hopes and feelings. 

 

The content 

 The content of the formation session emphasizes witness more than information.  Our 
goal is not to overwhelm persons with data, but to winsomely share expectations.  Therefore, 
the content is shaped by the intersection of the biblical story and the personal stories of the 
leaders.  Both the Story and the stories will be shared in a manner that will intersect with the 
experience of the inquirers. 

 New members appreciate straight talk about giving.  Heavy-handed, judgmental 
pronouncements are discounted.  Straight talk can be gentle but firm and encouraging.  
Communicate giving within the context of a person’s stewardship of all his/her possessions.  
Giving is a disciplined reminder of the generosity of God who has given us the gift of Jesus 
Christ.  

 Define proportionate giving, and urge people to get on the proportionate giving pathway.  
Recommend a level of giving that is large enough to provide discipline yet not so large as to 
cause them to give up.  Encourage them to map out a giving plan that will lead them toward a 
tithe.  The most helpful manner of making this presentation is the personal testimony of 
someone on the journey. 

 Giving is a spiritual decision.  Channeling giving through the church is a decision that 
has both practical and emotional dimensions.  Don’t be ashamed to “make your case” in light of 
the church’s mission in the world.  Provide solid grounding for every invitation to give in the 
mission of your church. 

 There is no one best way to arrange the agenda of a new member formation session on 
giving.  Look at the following outline as one option to consider as you design the model that will 
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best fit your church and the people who participate.  After each session, evaluate.  What do you 
want to keep the same?  What do you want to do differently? 

 

NEW member formation 

Session Model 

 

1. Open with a welcome statement, a prayer, and a statement of purpose. 
2. Have participants remember a time when they gave a gift or received a gift that was 

especially meaningful.  Do this in pairs.  Ask them to identify… 
a. their relationship to the donor or receiver 
b. the feelings involved 
c. the meaning conveyed 

3. Ask people to share with the whole group a few of their stories and insights.  Then 
remark that our desire is that giving through the church will be meaningful and will 
provide joy in the sense that their stories communicated. 

4. Give a brief history of giving in the Old Testament through tithing, first-fruits, giving, 
gleaning, and the jubilee.  Then go to the Gospels and note Jesus’ parables and 
statements about money and possessions.  You may want the group to turn to 2 
Corinthians 8-9 to review the message about giving from Paul to the churches in Corinth.  
Accept questions and comments from the group. 

5. One of the leaders can share a testimony of his or her giving pilgrimage. 
6. Provide practical suggestions for the inquirers to find joy in giving: 

a. Give regularly as part of a spiritual discipline. 
b. Give off the top rather than from the leftovers. 
c. Give a percentage rather than a fixed dollar amount. 
d. Set a percentage goal (tithe) to work toward. 
e. When they arrive at their giving goal, they ask God, “What next?” 

7. Describe the normal processes within the congregation for pledging, use of envelopes, 
reporting, etc.  You may wish to provide pledge cards at this time. 

8. Close with another brief testimony of giving and prayer. 
 
 
 When giving is neglected as a part of one’s total spiritual growth and commitment, a 
distorted image of the faith is communicated.  Money is a powerful symbol of value and 
commitments in North American culture.  We dare not ignore the use (and abuse) of money in 
our relationships.  It is a very important indicator of what is important in our individual lives and 
in our culture.  A relationship with God affects our billfolds, checkbooks, credit cards, 
investments, and estate planning.  Faith formation that excludes economic dimensions is faulty.  
Formation that includes giving fosters healthy faith development. 
 Commitment by the leadership of the church to accept people graciously where they are 
is not an excuse for leaving people content with their present situation.  Point people toward 
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holy and healthy expectations.  One of those expectations is proportionate giving.  A 
congregation committed to faith formation does not condemn the person who gives less than 
half of 1 percent of his or her income.  They accept persons where they are and start them on 
the road toward generosity. 
 The new associate pastor of a 1700-member church decided to take the new member 
formation task seriously and included giving within the process.  She developed a series of four 
sessions with people who were planning to unite with the congregation or were only considering 
joining.  The sessions were designed for people who were coming into the church through either 
transfer or through profession of faith. 
 She asked a friend, who was a part of that congregation, to spend a major part of one of 
the four sessions discussing giving with a group of 12-15 people.  The session emphasized total 
money management as part of Christian commitment and giving through the church as one 
important part of the stewardship of all resources. 
 About three years later, four couples from an adult Sunday school class were eating 
together in a restaurant.  The subject of giving came up in a conversation.  The man at one end 
of the table talked about his entrance into this congregation.  He remarked, “When we joined 
this church, Sally (the associate pastor) invited us to a series of classes.  She brought in a 
fellow to talk about giving.  I had considered myself pretty generous when I moved here from 
New England – but I realized in that session that I really wasn’t all that generous.” 
 Then he suddenly stopped and looks at the man directly across the table from him.  His 
voice rang with astonishment as he exclaimed, “You were the fellow Sally invited in to talk about 
giving!”  Everyone at the table laughed.  The new member who told that story had become one 
of the 20 largest givers in that 1700-member congregation. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 New member formation is one of the most significant and most often neglected 
opportunities to help persons start on the road toward joyful giving. 

 

Footnotes 
1Edward W. Uthe, “Fundamental Facts About Stewardship in the ELCA” (an unpublished report created in 

1990 for The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 8765 West Higgins Road, Chicago, IL, 
60631-4180). 

2On October 10, 1993, the congregation moved into their new building. 
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