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Reclaiming Former Members
“Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.  Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep’” (Luke 15:4-6, NIV).
“Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Does she not light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin’” (Luke 15:8, 9, NIV).

“In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:10, NIV).

Other things to consider when beginning a Reclaiming Ministry:
· Sometimes it only takes one contact to bring back a missing member.

· Most missing members need time to know the church cares, and time to grow in their relationship with God and other members.

· The longer a person has been away from church, the longer it will take to win them back.

· Many former members do not feel that they have left God, only the church.

Getting Started
A. Talk with the pastor

B. Gather data

C. Talk to the church board

D. Present the plan to the church

E. Form a Reclaiming Ministry Team

Reclaiming Ministry Team
Ministry Leader—A woman who has a vision for reclaiming and possesses the spiritual gift of leadership.
Bible Study Leader—A woman with the gift of teaching and the ability to lead a small group through Bible studies.

Assistant Ministry Leader—Should have administrative gifts and assist the leader, helping to manage the details of a Reclaiming Ministry.

Data Coordinator (record keeper)—A person gifted in details who will enter names into a database and keep track of the progress of each missing member who is being mentored.

Event Coordinator—Should possess the gifts of hospitality and administration to coordinate social events and meetings to which the missing members will be invited.

Mentors—Women who will make contact with the women to be reclaimed and literally love them back into the church.

General Guidelines for Team Meetings
· Always include a prayer session in each meeting.

· Spend part of each meeting hearing reports from mentors.

· Report to the data coordinator contact made by the mentors.

· Before ending make plans for the next meeting.

An effective ministry team needs to do the following:
· Affirm the leader and support her.

· Establish clear lines of communication.

· Respect boundaries.

· Deal with conflicts that may arise.

ORIENTATION / TRAINING SUBJECTS TO BE COVERED IN

RECLAIMING MINISTRIES TEAM MEETINGS

Each of these four topics may be covered in 1-3 meetings.

A. Ministering to the Missing 

Areas of focus:
Reasons women leave the church


Identifying women who left the church


Making contact with missing members

Prayer time scriptures:  Hebrews 12:2, 3; Philippians 4:6; Matthew 7:7, 8

Focus questions: Ask the women to discuss these questions and apply the lessons they’ve learned from their own experiences to the missing women they hope to reclaim.

1. Share about a time you felt like quitting church.  What happened?  How did you feel?  What helped you to resolve those feelings?

2. Have you ever been contacted by an organization that you visited (perhaps another church) and you didn’t want to be contacted?  How did you feel?  

3.
Share an experience in which someone paid a visit to your home and you felt uncomfortable.  Was it a salesperson?  Someone from another denomination?  What did you not appreciate about their visit?

Activities:

1.
Discuss the reasons women leave the church.  Here is a list of common  reasons people quit coming, based on research among Seventh-day Adventists:  
· Conflict with spouse and/or a divorce

· Conflict with other members of the church

· Move to another town with no follow-up between churches

· Making the transition into a new stage of life

· Lose their connection with God

· Loneliness and feeling as though they don’t belong

2.
If you have not already done so, make a list of the women you want to reclaim, praying carefully over each name.  You should have had input from the pastor, the church board, and the other church members.  In addition, you will want to check other sources of names, such as those already mentioned.

3.
Invite the women, especially the mentors, to begin praying about those with whom they could begin to build a friendship.  

4. Discuss ways to make the first contact with the missing members.

A.
One of the very best ways to make the first contact is to send each woman you hope to reclaim a one-year subscription to Women of Spirit magazine (available from Review & Herald Publishing Association).  Women of Spirit offers a special subscription rate for the Heart Call reclaiming ministry, so be sure to mention Heart Call or tell them it is for a reclaiming ministry when you send in your subscription list.  They will send you a card to mail to each woman receiving a subscription notifying them that her church cares about her and is sending her a free subscription to Women of Spirit.  This will alert her to look for the magazine.

When the women on your list to be reclaimed have had time to receive their first issue of Women of Spirit, then the mentors can call them, asking if they’ve had time to read the magazine, if they liked it, etc.  This is an easy and non-threatening way to open up communication between the mentors and the missing members.

B.
If you live in a division where you can’t send a subscription to Women of Spirit, sending the women’s devotional book would be a good idea.  Also, contact your division office to find out about other magazines that you might send them a subscription to or other devotional material.  When you send a book, be sure to enclose a personal note with it, letting the recipient know that your church is thinking of her.  If you give her a subscription to a journal, send her a note to let her know the church is sending it to her.  In these notes, be sure to let the women know that they have been missed.  Then the mentor can follow up with a phone call in a few days, asking if the woman has had time to read it, how she liked it, etc.

5. Discuss ways to make the second contact.  You may want to:

· Invite them out to eat

· Call them on the phone

· Send them a greeting card with a personal note included

· Invite them to a social event (away from the church)

6. Discuss emotions the mentors might encounter from the missing members when making contact with them 

· Resistance—Do they really care that I come back?

· Suspicion—Am I part of some church project?

· Anger—I don’t want to talk to you!

· Surprise—You’re the first person who has contacted me since I left many years ago.

· Hesitation—What do you want?  Money?

If the missing member feels that someone at church wronged her or offended her, don’t make excuses.  This will invalidate her feelings, and she won’t want to be your friend.  Instead of making excuses, say something like, “I’m so sorry that happened.  Please come back and give us another chance.”

B. The Healing Process 

Areas of Focus:
Learning to be a more effective listener


How to show you care for the women who have stopped 
attending church


How to minister to the needs of women who no longer attend 
church

Prayer time scriptures:  James 1:19; Galatians 6:2; Romans 12:9-13

Focus questions: Ask the women to discuss these questions and apply the lessons they’ve learned from their own experiences to the missing women they hope to reclaim.

1. Share an experience in which you really felt the need to be listened to, but the other person cut you off and kept on talking.  How did you feel?  What are some of the qualities of a good listener?

2. Share an experience from your past in which you were hurt deeply over some difficult situation and wished someone would show care and concern.  What would have been most meaningful to you at that time?

3. If you had a serious problem, where would you turn?  If your world fell apart, where could you find someone who cared enough to help?

Activities:

1.
Discuss ways to make friends with the women you are mentoring:  
· Become genuinely interested in her.

· Smile often.  Express your sense of humor when appropriate.

· Remember names of people in whom she is interested.

· Talk about her interests.

· Be sure she understands how important she is to you; you must sincerely be her friend.

· Be a good listener; encourage her to talk about herself. 

· Keep confidences as a sacred trust.

· Remember, you are not there to talk, scold, beg, or plead.

· Don’t be defensive.  If she is angry, allow her to vent her anger.

· Show empathy.  If she has been deeply hurt, allow her to express her pain.

· Open, honest, accepting attitudes will help her heal far better than making excuses or defending the church.

· Take things slowly.  Be tactful and genuine when you express your own feelings in ministering to her needs.

2.
Discuss ways to show you care:  
· Don’t “drop in” uninvited.  Always call first.

· You might want to make an appointment to meet her for lunch as your treat.

· Have a positive, supporting attitude.

· Respect her personal space and offer to meet in a neutral place. 

· Find out if there is anything you can do for her personally, such as child care, support group, or material needs.

· Remember to spend much time listening!

3.
Plan a women’s ministries tea or other social event at a location away from the church to invite the missing members to.  The mentor should plan to pick up her friend and take her to this event if at all possible.  The missing member may have fears about attending a church-sponsored event, and this will make it easier for her.

C. Building Trust and Faith 
Areas of focus:
Building trust in your relationships with women who no longer attend church

Knowing when and how to share your faith with women who are not attending church


Inviting women you are mentoring to join a Bible study or small group

Prayer time scriptures:  1 John 3:18; 1 Peter 3:15; Mark 1:35

Focus questions: Ask team members to discuss these questions and apply the lessons they’ve learned from their own experiences to the missing women they hope to reclaim.

1.
Share about a time when someone let you down so badly that you   felt you could no longer trust them.  What helps you really trust a person?

2.
Have you ever been uncomfortable when someone tried to share their faith with you?  What happened?  What would you have preferred?

3.
What spiritual discipline (prayer, Bible study, meditation, fasting, journaling, etc.) helps you the most in your walk with God?  

Activities:

1. Spend time discussing the qualities of a trustworthy friend: 

· Won’t lie to you

· Respects your boundaries

· Respects your decisions

· Upholds your dignity and worth

· Wants the best for you

· Honors your confidences

2. Allow time for the mentors to reflect on whether the women they are mentoring are developing trust in them.  Are they sharing deep inner needs with the mentors?

3.
When discussing ways to share your faith with your friend, consider the following:  

· The woman you are mentoring most likely still believes Adventist teachings, although she may have forgotten some things.

· She does not need lectures about standards.

· She may have been hurt by the Church or by another Adventist.

· She may have done something that she feels God cannot forgive her for.

· She will not share her true feelings until she trusts you.

4.
Discuss practical ways to share your faith. 

· Avoid arguing.

· Be careful not to get sidetracked by doctrinal issues if her relationship with the Lord is shaky.

· Talk in terms of her “needs.”

· Tell your own story of conversion/falling in love with the Lord and how important He is in your life now.

· Do not push her.

· Be kind and compassionate.

· Drop the issue if she doesn’t want to discuss it.

5.
Explore the reality that in the course of their growing friendship the mentor may have an opportunity to invite her friend to accept Jesus by praying with her and then inviting her to do something to help her keep growing in faith.  Here are some points to consider: 
· It may not be time to invite her back to church.  She may feel that it is not a safe place but would be willing to meet in someone’s home for a Bible study group.

· Share some of your devotional practices with her.

· Be open about your own need of other Christian friends to encourage you and hold you accountable.

· Invite her to attend a small study or prayer group, or for just the two of you to study together.

· Do not end the friendship if she is not ready to join a study group.  Be patient.

6.
The Bible study leader should lead out in making plans for a small group(s) and/or Bible studies in members’ homes.  The number of groups will depend on the number of missing members who are ready to join such a group.  It will likely be easier for missing members to go to a person’s home rather than to take studies at church, especially if the woman has not attended church in a long time. Possibilities for group study are:
· The Come Alive With Jesus Bible study guides, which focus on building a relationship with Jesus

· Bible Studies for Busy Women, which are relational studies geared especially for women’ needs

· Other books or lessons of interest to women:  Steps to Christ also has study guides.

D. Renewing a Commitment to Christ
Areas of focus:
Inviting your friend to attend church on Sabbath



Inviting your friend to an evangelistic meeting



Planning events to welcome former members back to church

Prayer time scriptures:  Hebrews 10:25; Romans 10:17; Luke 15:8-10

Focus questions: Ask the women to discuss these questions and apply the lessons they’ve learned from their own experiences to the missing women they hope to reclaim.

1.
Have you ever been nervous about attending church?  Perhaps you had quit attending and then came back.  Or perhaps you were a visitor at another church.  Tell about your experience.

2.
What do you like most about evangelistic meetings held at your church?  What do you like least?

3. Do you enjoy celebrations?  Share about a party or celebration you attended that you enjoyed.

Activities:

1. Discuss the fact that coming back to church after an extended absence can be difficult for a person.  How can you make it a more positive experience?   

· Offer to pick her up and take her to church.

· Train your greeters to warmly welcome former members without questioning them about why they’ve been absent so long.

· Invite her to join your Sabbath School class.

· Don’t subject her to standing and introducing herself or wearing a “visitor” sticker.

· Invite her and her family home for Sabbath dinner.

2. Sometimes a former member may mention in church or in a Sabbath School class some of her bitterness or frustration with the church.  It is important that you not react to such statements.  Here are ways to help:

· Be patient and listen.

· Acknowledge that the church is not perfect and that most people have some kind of frustration with something or someone.

· Do not try to correct what she says.  Just listen, keeping in mind that listening does not necessarily mean that you agree.

3. Discuss ways to invite former members to an evangelistic meeting.  It might be best to put the invitation in terms of how such a meeting is a valuable way to strengthen one’s faith, or a way to review it.  Here again, it is important for the mentor to offer to attend the series with her friend.

4. Think about the parable of the lost coin.  In this parable, when the woman found her coin she rejoiced with her friends.  Discuss ways your reclaiming ministries team or your church can rejoice in welcoming back the women who are returning to church.

You might want to give each one a gift to show your joy, perhaps flowers, a gift certificate, a book, or you might consider taking them out to a special meal or holding a tea or luncheon in her/their honor.

5. Close the meeting by inviting the team members to share a blessing, an answer to prayer, or other joy related to the reclaiming ministry.

Follow-up Meetings
· Nurturing and discipling the women who have returned to church to prevent them from leaving again

· Involving these newly-returned women in ministry

· Praising God for His blessings in your ministry
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