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A Culture of Urgency
Kentucky Church Renews Its Vision to Reach the Lost 

When Darin Mirante stepped into 
the lead pastor role at First Church 
of Christ in 2016, he found that the 
Burlington, Kentucky, church had 
become complacent. 

“We had lost energy and that 
sense of urgency to reach the lost,” 
Mirante says. “So our biggest chal-
lenge over the past year has been to 
re-create that culture of urgency, 
to restore the reason why we as a 

church exist in the first place. The 
goal isn’t just to put on church and 
have programs—we need to look 
outward, not inward.” 

Renewing that dedication to 
share the gospel with those who 
don’t know Christ was like an in-
jection of energy into a stale cul-
ture—and it turned out the people 
of First Church were primed for 
this revived focus.

“They were ready—they just 
needed a sense of direction to grab 
on to and leadership to point them 
in a purposeful direction,” Mirante 
says. “We had some of the things in 
place, but now we provide easy ways 
to connect and be involved. We also 
give people a sense of ownership. 
It’s not like, ‘Hey, this one core 
group of people is doing this.’ No, 
we need everyone to understand the 
part they can play.” 

As the church began to connect 
with the community, attendance 
numbers started to climb. “When 
you have more excitement among 
the people, they start to invite more 
people to church,” Mirante says. 
“When you create a can’t-miss-
church culture, more people come. 
Now people are attending more 
consistently.”

Barry and Millie Becker, who 
have attended First Church since 
2013, lead Bible studies, work on 
the homeless ministry team and vol-
unteer in a weekly outreach to a 
low-income community. They believe 
positive word-of-
mouth has also led 
more people to First 
Church.

“[We’re excited for 
the church] to con-
tinue leading more 
people to know, 
worship and serve 
Jesus Christ by ex-
panding and grow-
ing current and new 
community outreach 
programs,” Barry 
says. “It’s what our 
congregation does 
so well.”

One popular out-
reach is the Whiz 
Kids afterschool tu-
toring program.

“The students who 
 have been attending 

the Whiz Kids program all improved 
in their test scores,” Millie says. “Our 
Union campus is looking into being 
able to provide a Whiz Kids program 
for another Boone County school or 
even help another church start up a 
program.”

“Half the volunteers at Whiz Kids 
are retirees,” Mirante says. “They 
are a great example to the rest of 
us of serving and generosity. This 
intentional time of tutoring and re-
lationship building is a great bridge 
builder to the community.”

The church also has a strong 
small-groups program.

“We’ve seen a higher connection 
with small-group involvement,” Mi-
rante says. “If you are going to grow 
as a church, you need to be relation-
ally connected. The more people in 
small groups, the more people who 
are going to stay at the church. We 
stress that it’s important to be in 
purposeful relationships in terms of 
small groups.”

Located 20 minutes south of Cin-
cinnati, the church has seen an influx 

of young families, which has added 
to the rich worship experience in the 
church family, Mirante says. “We 
have a lot of people under age 40 and 
a lot of people over 65,” he says. “Our 
church reflects the community.” 

To equip people for ministry, 
First Church has partnered with 
RightNow Media to offer an online 
library of more than 10,000 Bible 
studies and Christian training and 
leadership videos available for free 
streaming. Becoming a better lead-
er is important to Mirante, who 
stresses the importance of when to 
say no.

“One thing that surprised me 
when I became pastor was how 
easy it is to be spread too thin in 
my responsibilities,” he says. “I’ve 
learned the importance of narrow-
ing my focus and helping others 
on the team narrow theirs for the 
sake of accomplishing more of what 
matters most—reaching others for 
Christ. In short, we are becoming 
‘efficiently urgent.’”

—Lora Schrock

FIRST CHURCH OF CHRIST
Burlington, Kentucky
Lead Pastor: Darin Mirante
Twitter: @DMirante
Website: FirstChurch.me
Founded: 1964
Affiliation: Independent
Locations: 2
Attendance: 2,379
Growth in 2016: +347 (17%)
Fastest-Growing: 56
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When Pastor Jon Sanders founded The 
Rescue Church in 2004, he knew only 
that God had called him and his family 
to plant a church in the tiny agricultural 
community of Flandreau, South Dakota.

Sanders, who also works full time as 
a Sioux Falls firefighter, couldn’t have 
known that by 2009 that vision would 
expand in a big way. That’s when he says 
God called him to use technology to mul-
tiply The Rescue Church in other rural 
communities.

“That left me with way more ques-
tions than answers,” Sanders says. “I 
didn’t know anything about video, it 
sounded expensive and we didn’t have 
any resources.”

Soon, however, he began learning 
about multisite strategy. Of course, most 
multisite churches are larger, better 
resourced and usually not rural. But 
Sanders and his team pressed on.

Now, after 14 years, The Rescue 
Church consists of five locations, in-
cluding a campus in the rural Jamaican 
town of Deeside, and a small, deaf con-
gregation in Peoria, Illinois.
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In April: National 
Library Week

Thank a  
Librarian
This year marks the 60th anniversa-
ry of National Library Week, April 
8-14, which was started to promote 
reading and a strong and healthy 
family life. Celebrate the week—
themed “Libraries Lead”—by mak-
ing a special delivery to your local 
library of doughnuts, coffee, cookies 
or cupcakes. Thank the librarians 
and give them bookmarks with your 
church’s name, logo and information 
on them.

Rural Expansion
Small Church Thinks Outside the Tech Box

Creative use of technology has al-
lowed all the campuses to share the 
same DNA. One example is the way 
they transmit Sanders’ sermons. He re-
cords his message earlier in the week to 
an empty room, then drops those files 
into Dropbox so they’re ready for each 
campus to download and play on Sun-
day, when Sanders preaches the same 
sermon live at the main campus.

To reach the deaf congregation in 
Peoria, Sanders sends his recorded 
sermons to his mom, a professional 
sign-language interpreter, who inter-
prets them on camera. On Sundays, they 
sync the two videos so the congregation 
can see Sanders preaching and watch 
his mom interpret.

In 2014, Sanders used tech in a whole 
new way: He began hosting his own 
podcast, Small Town Big Church, where 
he speaks on issues that matter to fellow 
small-church leaders and offers wisdom 
from his own experiences. The podcast 
has not only connected Sanders with 
other small-church leaders doing min-
istry well, creating a shared knowledge 
pool, but it’s attracted attention to his 
own church and has even brought peo-
ple to him who eventually became part 
of his staff.

Sanders’ church is also engaged in 
community events, is generous to help 
those outside the church and provides 
community resources where they’re 
lacking. Most of the staff is bivocational 
and made up of volunteers, which helps 
the church budget, frees up Sanders’ 
schedule and keeps the team plugged 
in to the culture they’re trying to reach. 

“We serve a God who loves to do big 
things in small places,” Sanders says. 
“We keep believing him for big things 
and stepping out in faith, and it’s just 
amazing to see what he does.”

—Jessica Hanewinckel
TheRescueChurch.com

Plan Now

Gifts for 
Mom
Calvary Church (CalvaryChurch.us) 
in Roseville, Minnesota, invited dads 
and kids to church on a Saturday 
morning a few weeks before Mother’s 
Day to make gifts for Mom. At various 
stations, dads and kids could pot suc-
culents in mugs, get a picture and use 
it to make a card, color a pretty pic-
ture and fill a bag with different can-
dies and chocolates. Dads connected 
over doughnuts and coffee, kids had 
fun and moms got thoughtful gifts on 
their special day. And it provided Cal-
vary the perfect opportunity to invite 
the family to Mother’s Day services.

Community Outreach

Spring Into 
Action
The days are getting longer, and the 
weather’s getting warmer. It’s cause 
for celebration and connection.

• Rummage sale. Host a community-
wide sale at your church. Advertise in 
local stores, gyms and restaurants as 
well as on your website and Facebook 
page. Accept donations from the com-
munity. Engage your entire church—
youth, small groups, etc. At the event, 
hand out coffee, water, cookies, etc.; 
wash shoppers’ cars; give away small 
tote bags printed with your church’s 
name and logo for easy shopping and 
church marketing. 

• Spring fling carnival. Invite your 
neighbors over for a free cookout 
complete with a bounce house for the 
kids, live music and family games.

• Community cleanup day. After 
getting permission from the appro-
priate city officials, hit your local 
parks, sidewalks and public areas 
to pick up trash. Have teams wear 
church T-shirts.

May 3

National Day of Prayer
The National Day of Prayer was cre-
ated in 1952 by a joint resolution of 
the U.S. Congress and signed into 
law by President Harry S. Truman; 
every president since has signed a 
National Day of Prayer proclama-
tion. This year the National Day of 
Prayer is May 3 and the theme is 
“Pray for America #Unity.”

How to participate:
1. Pray corporately and individually.

2. Host a prayer gathering. 
3. Start a Bible study or a sermon 
series on prayer. 
4. Text daily prayer requests. 

For more information on hosting 
an event or volunteering, ideas for 
your congregation, prayer requests, 
study guides and curriculum, visit 
NationalDayOfPrayer.org.

THE CHURCH
The Rescue Church in 

Flandreau, South Dakota

THE CHALLENGE
Multiply a small church in 
other rural communities.

ONE BIG IDEA
Find creative ways to use 

technology to connect 
rural campuses.
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time somebody searched for the spe-
cific name it was always the first 
thing that popped up. This move is 
key for brands, especially those who 
are not showing up well organically. 
It is inexpensive because it is rare 
that somebody will type in the exact 
name of your church if you’re not 
well-known. But if they do, it’d be 
nice to show up first for every search.

4. Near-me searches
Because of how people search on 
their phones, I wanted to make sure 
we were showing up for “church near 
me” or “churches near me.” It was 
one of the keywords that generated 
the most clicks.

And the best part? I didn’t spend $1. 
Here is where things became a win-
win for everyone. Google AdWords 
has a nonprofit marketing program 
where certain nonprofits can get 
anywhere from $10,000 to $40,000 
per month through a grant that al-
lows them to do Google AdWords—
billed directly to Google. Essentially, 
it’s free advertising. The catch is you 
have bid restrictions of $2, and you 
have to have somebody actively man-
aging the campaign. 

You also have to apply and make 
a case for how the money will help 
your organization. Go to Google 
.com/grants to learn more about this 
program.

The church grew to about 40 
attendees, in part due to the Goo-
gle ads. People said they found the 
church online, or they just searched 
for churches and ended up on the 
website. 

While you can’t say “Ten peo-
ple walked into my church from a 
paid search,” you can say, “Ten peo-
ple walked into my church, had an 
amazing experience and will tell five 
or 10 other people.”

Word of Life Church of Rock Island, 
Illinois, had hit a growth plateau. The 
125 or so regular attendees—mostly 
white—were good people, says Pastor 
Tanner Payton, who assumed leadership 
of the church in 2012, but outreach to 
the urban neighborhood wasn’t a pri-
ority of the church. Payton wanted to 
change that.

Nearby, Heart of Hope Ministries 
Church was smaller, at about 25 attend-
ees who were mostly African-American. 
The church was linked to Heart of 
Hope outreach center, both founded by 
Pastor Linda Sargent, an African-Amer-
ican woman several decades older than 
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Payton. They were doing good things in 
the community, but Sargent was strug-
gling to operate both the church and 
the outreach center on her own.

So when the churches merged last 
July and became Word of Life Church, 
both Payton, who serves as senior pas-
tor, and Sargent couldn’t have been 
more thrilled.

“This is a natural fit for us to com-
bine our resources and do more for the 
building of the kingdom of God,” says 
Sargent, who still heads up the out-
reach center, which retained its Heart 
of Hope name.

The congregations’ differences, espe-
cially those around ethnicity, have been 
the catalyst for embracing diversity and 
encouraging connection. The outreach 
center gives members the opportunity 
to serve their neighbors, and people 
from a wide variety of backgrounds are 
finding their way to the church. Despite 
losing some members to the merger, the 
new congregation has grown in both 
attendance and diversity. 

“We look at this as an opportunity 
to bring down barriers and to allow the 
love of God to be our guiding force at 
a time that is very vital in our nation,” 
Sargent says, citing how the church was 
a united front during the Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, rally last August.

“Pastor Linda and I got up together 
in front of the church, and we were able 
to discuss what Jesus says about racial 
reconciliation,” Payton says. “We had an 
arm around each other, and I feel like 
that brings validity to the conversation. 
We’re not just standing around talking 
about reconciliation. We’re actually 
practicing it.”

—Jessica Hanewinckel
WordOfLifeQC.com

One Heart, One Church
Two Churches and an Outreach Center Merge 
to Better Serve and Unite a Community

Try These Four Tips

Use Google to Grow 
Your Church
Jake Kurtz is a digital marketing ex-
pert in Tampa, Florida (IAmJakeKurtz 
.com; @iamJakeKurtz). Here he shares 
how he helped a church startup be-
gin using digital marketing to spread 
the word about its ministry—without 
spending any money. 

The church I worked with was going 
through a website redesign at the 
time, which was good timing for 
what I was recommending—setting 
up a paid search on Google for ad-
vertising—because you want to have 
a good landing page for any ad.

Geographically the church was 
located in an area where there 
weren’t many other churches, so I 
geo-targeted the campaigns to their 
immediate surroundings. The lack 
of competition made the campaign 
more affordable. On top of setting 
up Google AdWords for search ads, 
I set up Google Analytics to track 
user behavior, which is a key tool for 
small businesses.

I used four buckets of search terms.

1. Tampa searches
The church was located in Tampa, so 
I used search terms such as “church-
es Tampa,” “churches in Tampa FL,” 
“Church Tampa,” “Tampa church-
es,” “Tampa Christian Church,” etc. 
That way when people searched for 
churches in the Tampa area, this 
church would show up in the results.

2. Channelside searches
Channelside is the area of Tam-
pa where the church was located. 
Because no other churches were 
located directly in Channelside, this 
was a huge advantage. I did have the 
terms “Channelside churches” and 
“Church in Channelside” targeted, 
but I also targeted “Channelside.” 
I wanted people who were broad-
ly searching for Channelside to be 
aware that a church was located in 
the area. 

3. Branded searches
I used the exact name of the church 
as a keyword to make sure that any 

THE CHURCH
Word of Life Church in 

Rock Island, Illinois

THE CHALLENGE
Bring down barriers that 
keep communities sepa-
rated, and increase the 

serving power of a com-
munity’s ministries.

ONE BIG IDEA 
Merge two ministries so 
their strengths are bol- 

stered, resources shared 
and diversity celebrated.



“We’re not trying to jump on the 
latest philosophical bandwagon. 

We’ve had the same general 
guiding principles for a long time.”
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Accessing Leadership
Senior Pastor Steve DeWitt and Executive Pastor of Ministries  
Brad Lagos Discuss the Importance of Connecting With People

Bethel Church has four very unique 
and diverse campuses. Do you have an 
overall philosophy on retention? 

DeWitt: The people who are at-
tracted beyond a first visit tend 
to be people who are attracted to 
a Bible-based, proclamation-of- 
Jesus-type church. We’re not gim-
micky. I’ve been here 20 years, and 
it’s been a steady pull in the same 
direction. We’re not trying to jump 
on the latest philosophical band-
wagon. We’ve had the same gener-
al guiding principles for a 
long time. 

As we try to get peo-
ple to stick, we’re not as 
much using some program 
to sell them on our overall 
vision—summarized by “it’s 
all about him”—as we are 
tying the ministries of our church 
and the vision of our church to an 
overall desire to make Jesus famous 
in our region.

Lagos: There are four things we 
try to emphasize in retaining peo-
ple. They need to feel connected to 
the ministry of the church, which 
basically means they’re feeling bless-
ed—there’s a value added to them 

personally by being here. Second, 
they need to feel connected to lead-
ership. Third, connected to peers. 
And lastly, connected to responsi-
bility. That’s the volunteering piece. 
Generally, we find that if people 
are checking all four of those boxes, 
they’re 100 percent here.

Does one of those come first? 
DeWitt: I think we put a little 

more weight on people feeling con-
nected to leadership. That has more 
of an immediate impact on retention 
than if they get connected in a small 
group. Programmatic retention strat-
egies are different in each spot, but 
the value of being known by a leader 
and knowing a leader is universal.

Lagos: I have people in my home. 
It’s kind of like a pizza party. We 
have an opportunity for them to ask 
questions. Last Friday night at my 
house I had 22 brand new people 
to our church. There’s some kind 

of connection they feel being in my 
home. I wouldn’t know the percent-
age, but it’s really high—if I can get 
someone new in my home, they tend 
to stick. Many of our leaders—their 
first step was coming to my house for 
pizza. It’s been helpful. 

DeWitt: We also have to ask, “How 
do you adapt your systems and minis-
tries to be relevant in the context 

where that location is?” At our Gary, 
Indiana, location, for example, the 
expectation of the community there 
is that our pastor does home visits. He 
follows up with people in their home. 
You don’t do that in suburban Ameri-
ca in the same way—it feels intrusive. 
But in that community there’s more 
of an expectation that the pastor will 
come see me at my house.

What are your challenges in prioritiz-
ing access to leadership?

DeWitt: Many of the people who 
come, they’ve never been in a church 
our size. I had a woman tell me yes-
terday, “I’ve never been in a large 
church.” Generally, they come with 
experiences in smaller churches, 
where there was more access to key 
leaders. We have to work hard to have 
access but to not let it dominate. I can 
say that better than I do it. It’s a reali-
ty of large-church ministry. There are 
just so many people. You can’t have 

the same level of time with 
everybody that you can in a 
smaller context. 

Lagos: We talk a lot 
about how our pastoral 
staff needs to be out there 
in transitions between ser-
vices, shaking as many 

hands as they can, being present. We 
have a guest reception after services 
some weekends, and a high number 
of staff is present so people can feel 
a connection with leadership.

—Heather Schnese

Reaping a 
Harvest
West Virginia Church 
Uses Aquaponics to  
Feed the Needy

Rev. Mary Beth McCloy had heard 
some out-of-the-box outreach ideas at 
church leadership meetings before, but 
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when Lisa Simmons suggested that Life-
Spring Community Church raise fish to 
help the less fortunate, McCloy was 
intrigued. Because the church meets in 
a former farm store, it had a greenhouse 
out back that was going unused.

“Lots of churches do food pantries, 
so the challenge for the poor is to find 
fresh vegetables and meat to supplement 
what is available,” McCloy says. “Aqua-
ponics fit with our resources, skills and 
goals of serving the community physi-
cally, relationally and spiritually.”

Aquaponics—the combination of 
aquaculture (raising fish) and hydro-
ponics (growing plants without soil)—
uses one integrated system. The fish 
waste provides an organic food source 
for the plants, and the plants naturally 
filter the water for the fish.

J.D. Scritchfield Jr., who spearheads 
the project with Simmons, has built one 
system and hopes to add another three.

“As we are able to bring on addition-
al systems, we will have more to give 
away,” he says.

LifeSpring, which averages 25 people 
on Sundays, is partnering on the proj-
ect with Comunidad Nueva Esperanza, 
the Hispanic congregation they share 
the building with. Last year they raised 
lettuce and cilantro; this year they will 
harvest their first tilapia.

The church offers the food to the 
community without any stipulations, but 
recipients are encouraged to help with 
planting seeds and picking vegetables.

“Time spent together in the green-
house is time that we can use to develop 
relationships and show them the love of 
Christ,” McCloy says. “Ideally, we would 
like to incorporate them into the life of 
the church and help them to begin their 
own personal journey of faith in Jesus.

“We aren’t big, and we don’t have a lot 
of resources,” she adds, “but we have peo-
ple who are willing to step out in faith.”

—L.S.
LifeSpringJackson.org

BETHEL CHURCH
Crown Point, Indiana
BethelWeb.org
Launched: 1937
Average Weekend Attendance: 
3,120
Connection Points: Pizza at the 
senior pastor’s house; home 
visits
2017 Outreach 100 Church
No. 90 Fastest-Growing

THE CHURCH
LifeSpring Community 
Church in Ravenswood, 

West Virginia

THE CHALLENGE 
Provide nutritional food 

for the community.

ONE BIG IDEA
Raise fresh fish and produ-

ce to give to the poor.
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The Northeast isn’t known for being a 
hotbed of thriving Protestant churches. 
But in the West End neighborhood of 
Providence, Rhode Island—a city that 
regularly finds itself near the top of Bar-
na’s “least Bible-minded cities in America” 
list—The Feast Church is connecting a 
highly post-Christian community with the 
gospel. Its secret? The art of conversation.

“Non-Christians have very little in-
terest in being preached at,” says Caleb 
Borchers, who planted The Feast in 2014 
alongside his wife, Fran, in partnership 
with the Kairos Church Planting network. 

Conversation at 
The Feast
Building the Church Through  
‘Theology Chats’

“But they are often excited about having 
give-and-take conversations.”

The Feast holds a series of recurring 
events called “Theology Chats,” in which 
Borchers and his team meet in homes 
with members of the congregation to 
discuss topics like the problem of suffer-
ing or the historicity of the resurrection. 
Participants are encouraged to ask hard 
questions and wrestle with their doubts 
in a nonthreatening setting. Borchers also 
follows every sermon with a Q&A session 
to foster dialogue with his listeners.

“Our approach means we have to come 
from a position of humility, admitting the 
challenges of faith and the failures of the 
church,” Borchers says. “We desire to 
position ourselves not as an authoritative 
voice, declaring dogmatic truth, but as a 
conversation partner, sharing the bene-
fits, beauty and truth of following Jesus.”

This willingness to embrace the messy 
side of faith has resonated with The 
Feast’s primarily young congregation, 
who are mainly highly educated, build-
ing families and careers, and almost all 
finding Jesus for the first time. 

In line with its name, The Feast calls 
its discipleship track “The Menu,” which 
consists of four “main courses” that offer 
members a holistic spiritual experience 
and invokes Jesus’ parable of the feast in 
Luke 14:15–24.

Borchers implores his fellow church 
planters and pastors to engage the 
non-Christians in their communities 
with steadfast honesty. By acknowledg-
ing the challenges of faith and refusing 
to shy away from tough questions, church 
leaders can meet skepticism with the 
goodness of the gospel.

“You have to be transparent about every-
thing. You can’t cut any corners,” Borchers 
says. “The moment today’s non-Christians 
smell even a hint of clandestine behavior, 
they assume the worst. We have to prove 
that Jesus-people can be trusted to benefit 
the communities we live in.”

—Taylor Bird
TheFeastProvidence.org

THE CHURCH
The Feast Church in  

Providence, Rhode Island

THE CHALLENGE
Reach one of America’s 

most post-Christian  
cities with the gospel.

ONE BIG IDEA
Promote conversation  

and encourage difficult 
questions in a culture of 

intellectual honesty.
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Empower ministries across America
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“We’re not a church for the  
poor people. We are a  

church with the poor people.”
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Going Where the People Are
Church Under the Bridge Has Served Waco’s Homeless for 25 years

“It was kind of this raw, crazy thing.”
That’s how Pastor Jimmy Dor-

rell describes the beginnings of his 
unique ministry, Church Under the 
Bridge in Waco, Texas. Nearly 300 
people gather each Sunday beneath 
an Interstate 35 overpass. As cars 
speed by overhead, the sounds of 

praise resonate through the con-
crete pillars.

The church celebrated its 25th 
anniversary last September. It began 
when Dorrell and his wife, Janet, 
returned from an overseas mission 
stint and agreed that they needed 
to find a ministry for the poor. They 

settled into an inner-city neighbor-
hood of Waco. For several months 
they prayed and planned how they 
could minister to the “least of these.”

“One morning in September of 
1992, Janet and I were having break-
fast at the Taco Cabana, across the 
street from the interstate,” Dorrell 

says, explaining that they saw a 
group of homeless men under the 
bridge and invited a few of them to 
come over to talk. 

“We bought them breakfast and 
listened for a couple of hours. 
It was a great time and we 
said, ‘Let’s do it again next 
week.’ [The men] showed 
up again and brought a few 
more people. The third time, 
breakfast cost me around 
$250. They said, ‘Hey why don’t you 
come under our bridge where we 
live and do a Bible study?’” 

The next week Janet brought her 
guitar and led in music. Jimmy 
brought some folding chairs. Soon 
the number of attendees grew as 
the Dorrells brought breakfast and 
engaged the group with the Bible.

Dorrell stresses that Church Un-
der the Bridge is not an evangelist 
outreach. “We’re not a church for 
the poor people. We are a church 
with the poor people. We have ev-
erything churches do. We have com-
munion and baptisms, funerals and 
weddings. You name it—it all hap-
pens under that bridge.” 

He says that attendees come 
from all walks of life, from a Bay-
lor student to an accountant to a 
person who calls the bridge home. 
They begin at 10:30 a.m. on Sun-
days by feeding the congregation 
through a ministry that is now run 
by other churches. 

“Some of these churches drive 
from as far as 100 miles away to 
come feed our people and be a part 
of what we’re doing,” Dorrell says.

Service begins after the meal. 
No one is made to stay, but most 
do. The church also has 12 small 
groups that meet in a variety of lo-
cations on subjects that reflect the 
diversity of the church’s people.

Dorrell does the bulk of the 
preaching from a stage that is 

loaded with folding chairs and 
rolled into place. The people par-
ticipating in the service are often 
from the streets. “We have broken 
people read the Scripture. We have 

lots of creative things like skits or 
testimonies or whatever we need to 
do to engage the people. On Palm 
Sunday we have one of the home-
less guys dressed as Jesus and we 
have a donkey.” 

He points out that seven other  
churches in Texas operate under 
bridges, and similar ministries have 
opened in Mexico, Haiti and In-
dia. Mission Waco-Mission World, 
a nonprofit Dorrell runs, has devel-
oped training sessions so others can 
learn about the Church Under the 

Bridge model, but Dorrell stresses, 
“What we did in Waco is unique. 
Parts of that can’t be replicated. 
God put his fingerprints on what 
we’re doing. The same principals 

exist, but where it ends up is 
going to be a little different 
in every community.” 

“God’s fingerprint” was re-
cently seen when the state of 
Texas needed to upgrade the 
bridge the church meets un-

der. The architects actually called 
in church leaders for input on the 
best use of the space. While they 
have no plans to remove the church, 
the renovation will require a tempo-
rary relocation. As Dorrell sees it, 
the church is getting a free remodel 
courtesy of the Texas Department 
of Transportation.

—Jeff Chaves
ChurchUnderTheBridge.org
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Bre Riley and her 4-year-old autistic son, 
Shunye, attended multiple churches in 
hopes of finding a place where Shunye 
would feel comfortable. Loud music and 
other random things bothered him. Plus, 
he has to move around a lot. 

“Even though people would offer to 
help during the service, their lack of 
knowledge or training with autism made 
it hard for them to know what to do,” 
says Riley, who struggled to concentrate 
at church because she was so focused on 
her son’s needs. Then she found Open 
Bible Church in Waterloo, Iowa.

Aaron Keller, pastor of the church, 
knew just how Riley felt. He recalls the 
stamina it took to venture out in public 
with his three autistic sons (now ages 15, 
13 and 10). 

A Special Place for 
Special Needs
Iowa Congregation Develops Sensory 
Learning Space

“Autistic kids look nor-
mal so everyone expects 
them to behave socially, but 
they can’t,” says Keller, who 
couldn’t get his boys to sit 
through church. Two years 
ago, he had an epiphany. 

“I’d been ignoring the 
very thing God had giv-
en me,” says Keller. “I had 
the tools to lead a church 
designed for special-needs 
children.”

So that’s what he did. 
At the time, the 70-mem-
ber congregation had four 
families with special-needs 
children, but since the 
church relaunched in Oc-
tober 2017 with their new 
focus, a new family has 
come every week. The 

church offers respite care for children 
age 12 and younger, enabling parents to 
attend worship knowing that their chil-
dren are in good hands.

 “I’m thankful for this ministry so that 
parents can form a relationship with God 
and feel worry-free doing it,” says Riley.

The church’s large sanctuary has a 
space in the back that is set up like a fam-
ily room for those who need to pace. In 
addition, the church provides noise-can-
celing earmuffs and weighted blankets to 
calm those with sensory issues. Keller has 
also adjusted the way he delivers messages.

“The Bible is full of abstract thought, 
so I make things more concrete, some-
times in the form of an illustration,” 
explains Keller, noting that the key to 
running a successful special-needs min-
istry is making it inclusive. “Parents of 
special-needs kids want that peer-to-peer 
interaction, and normal learners enjoy 
befriending special-needs kids. It’s mu-
tually beneficial as everyone experiences 
the joy of being a minister of the gospel.”

—Christy Heitger-Ewing
OBCWaterloo.com

THE CHURCH 
Open Bible Church in  

Waterloo, Iowa

THE CHALLENGE 
Help families with  

special-needs children  
feel welcomed. 

ONE BIG IDEA 
Provide a learning space 

for autistic and other  
special-needs children.

Prepare Your Church For Easter Visitors With New...

SLEEVE BANNERS
Create an updated and welcoming atmosphere in your church with bright 

eye-catching Sleeve Banners. Designed to slide over the special frame and cling 
tightly for a no-wrinkle look that is attractive and professional! 

AVAILABLE IN THREE SIZES: 
2’ x 6’, 2’7” x 6’7” and Jumbo 9’8” x 7’2”. Printed on both 

sides using bright, dye-sublimation printing for crisp images. 
Stands sold separately.

GET $20 OFF 
A SLEEVE BANNER!
Use Coupon Code: SLVS18
________________

See more designs 
and order at:

Outreach.com/
sleevebanners
Offer expires 3/31/18
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Plan Now for Summer Ministry

VBS: 10 Safety Concerns

Gospel 
Block 
Parties
VBS Goes Mobile 
for Greater Reach 
in Kentucky

Shortly after Matt Shamblin started his 
new job as Rose Hill Baptist Church’s 
senior pastor in 2015, Angie Vanover, the 
church’s director of children’s ministries, 
approached him with an unusual idea: 
She wanted to host VBS block parties to 
reach children throughout the city. 

Shamblin said yes.
“[As we see it,] VBS isn’t to reach 

out to the kids you already have in your 
church,” says Shamblin, “but to reach 
out into your community.”

The church, which averages a Sunday 
attendance of 400, held its first VBS 
block party in 2016 with more than 70 
volunteers, a block-party trailer, inflat-
ables, games, crafts, music and popcorn. 

“It’s kind of like a carnival on wheels,” 
says Vanover. “We roll in and take over an 
area. That in itself creates excitement.”

Besides hosting fun and games, the 
volunteers teach the gospel. Attendees 
as young as 3 up to adults attended the 
two-hour evening events. In 2017, Rose 
Hill held six summer VBS programs in 
its hometown of Ashland, Kentucky, in 
addition to its regular church VBS. 

Planning the block parties begins ear-
ly in the year, says Vanover. They target 
neighborhoods where children and fam-
ilies live. Then, on the day of each VBS, 
volunteers canvass the neighborhood 
to distribute flyers. Once the program 
begins, they divide attendees by age for 
the Bible lessons. 

Nearly 1,000 people showed up to the 
VBS block parties last year, Shamblin 
says. Several families even joined the 
church after attending VBS. 

Last summer, Rose Hill expanded its 
operation with a VBS for 14 children 
with autism led by congregants with 
expertise in special education. Vanover 
recalls how a 10-year-old girl expressed 
her excitement for attending VBS for 
the first time by crafting a smiley face 
in clay. 

 “She said, ‘This is how I feel because 
I get to come to VBS.’” 

—Gail Allyn Short
RoseHillAshland.NextMeta.com

absolutely nothing if volunteers and 
other staff are not aware of them.

7. How do you handle medical issues 
and accidents?
Be sure you are familiar with any rel-
evant medical issues prior to receiv-
ing the child along with any activity 
restrictions. As with allergies, these 
concerns should be included on their 
person, and volunteers need to check 
on the child. Be sure to collect emer-
gency contact names and numbers.

8. What is your emergency plan (cam-
puswide)?
You should have an emergency plan in 
place to be used for all children and 
youth ministry events—a comprehen-
sive plan that will address evacuation, 
natural disasters and what to do in 
the event of an intruder. Make sure 
you go over this information with 
your staff and volunteers.

9. What is your well-child policy?
Include in the registration packet 
a document that lets parents know 
that children with certain symptoms 
must stay home, and if they are 
observed to have any of the listed 
symptoms after drop-off, the child’s 
parent or authorized adult will be 
contacted to pick them up. This 
communicates to the parents that 
you take great care to protect well 
children from getting sick—another 
huge relief.

10. How do you handle discipline is-
sues?
Communicate to the parents that you 
do not use physical discipline and that 
you have a fair and consistent plan 
in place to help children understand 
what is expected of them in your care.

—Kristi Winkler
ShareFaith.com

Parents are not going to drop off their 
children without being satisfied that 
you have spent significant time devel-
oping and carefully implementing a 
solid safety plan. Now, as you plan for 
VBS, begin developing your policies 
and procedures concerning safety. 

Here are the top VBS-related safe-
ty concerns that most parents share.

1. Who is caring for my child?
Begin with what criteria you use for 
choosing teachers and volunteers. A 
good application and interview pro-
cess is a great start, but the screening 
process should also include reference 
and criminal background checks.

2. Volunteer training and orientation
You’ve chosen some great volunteers, 
but that doesn’t mean they are all 
trained child care professionals or 
child safety experts. Proper training 
and orientation on safety procedures 
for each volunteer is a necessity.

3. What is your transition protocol?
It’s one thing if you are going to leave 
the children in the same classroom 
the entire time, but if you are moving 

them from classroom to playground 
to group hall, etc., how are you going 
to get a group of distracted kids to 
their next destination?

4. What is your bathroom policy?
Whatever your restroom policy is, 
under no circumstance should a vol-
unteer or teacher be alone in the bath-
room with a child. No exceptions. This 
rule protects both child and volunteer.

5. What is your daily check-in and 
checkout system?
A unique identification to match 
child with parent or authorized adult 
and an ID card for one parent or 
authorized adult will help maintain 
order at pick-up time and ensure that 
the right child goes with the right 
authorized adult.

6. How do you handle kids with aller-
gies?
Whether it’s with an armband or a dis-
tinguishing feature on their name tag, 
properly “label” each allergic young-
ster with some kind of an alert; and of 
course, the method you choose means 

THE CHURCH
Rose Hill Baptist Church in 

Ashland, Kentucky

THE CHALLENGE
Find a new way to introdu-
ce the gospel to children 
and their families outside 

of the church.

ONE BIG IDEA
Host vacation Bible school 
block parties throughout 

the community.
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Madison is a high school sophomore in 
Cedar Springs, Michigan, who comes 
from a family life most would describe as 
difficult. When she first started coming 
to Crossfire Church’s Refuge Youth Net-
work Michigan, Madison came across as 
distant, perhaps because of her speech 
difficulty. But since then she has come 
out of her shell.

“She likes to hang out and is very af-
fectionate where there was no affection 
before,” says Keith Hemmila, senior pas-
tor of Crossfire Church. “She won’t miss 
[a meeting] because it’s a support group 
for her.”

Refuge Youth Network Michigan be-
gan weekly events last August that have 
become a safe place for area youth to 
connect with caring adults, form import-
ant friendships, learn about the Bible 
and have a great time. They first met at a 
local sports complex but recently moved 

A Safe Haven
Michigan Church’s Youth Ministry Offers 
Teens Support

to a public school with the support of the 
school district superintendent. 

Lasting two and a half hours, the 
weekly meetings include a time of “ta-
ble talk”—purposeful interaction with 
volunteers from the church, brief and 
engaging lessons from Scripture, and fun 
time that includes food, crafts, volleyball, 
basketball and other games.

Refuge began with Hemmila praying 
together with youth evangelist Randy 
Don Giovanni and others, including the 
mayor of nearby Grand Rapids, to reach 
today’s youth. In believing that our cul-
ture is at a tipping point and that “kids 
are really empty and something needs 
to fill that void, the place to start is with 
young people—changing their hearts and 
growing a generation,” Hemmila says.

“At ages 13 and 14, kids are dealing 
with broken homes, identity problems, 
cutting, bullying and the inability to 
know what it means to achieve,” Hem-
mila says. “The church needs to bring 
them to an identity in Christ and support 
them. It’s not a question of, ‘Is this a good 
idea?’ This is something we have to do.”

—H.L. Hussman
Crossfire-Ministries.org

THE CHURCH
Crossfire Church in  

Cedar Springs, Michigan

THE CHALLENGE
Introduce local 
youth to Jesus.

ONE BIG IDEA
Start a weekly meeting 

where teens can feel  
safe and appreciated.

Church Mutual can help you protect your most valuable assets.
Church Mutual offers specialized programs and coverages designed to 
help improve the safety of your people. 

Protect your property and, most 
importantly, your people.

From sexual molestation prevention resources like employee screening tools, to insurance coverage, 
we help you guard the safety and well-being of all who worship with you.

To get a free, no-obligation quote from a local, licensed insurance professional, 
visit churchmutual.com/people.

Follow us
© 2018 Church Mutual Insurance Company
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Heads down, eyes toward the floor, a 
single-file line of teenage boys and girls 
walks somberly into a makeshift sanctu-
ary at Caliente Youth Center (CYC) in 
Caliente, Nevada. 

Assembled there is a group of volun-
teers from six to eight Las Vegas Valley 
churches who have united to bring 
light and hope into a very gloomy place. 
Included in that group are Anthony 
and Kisha Langarica, leaders of Hope 
Church’s Break Thru Ministry, an out-
reach for incarcerated juveniles within 
Nevada state facilities. 

Once a month for the past 10 years, 
anywhere from six to 20 volunteers have 

Breaking Through
Las Vegas Area Churches Aim to Spiritually 
Liberate Juvenile Offenders 

been making the 
300-mile round 
trip to CYC to 
host worship ser-
vices for the youth 
there. The gather-
ings include what 
Anthony Langarica 
calls “God-driven 
spoken word” and 
hip-hop videos de-
signed to capture 
their attention, fol-
lowed by a Bible- 
based message.

“We want to 
meet them where 
they’re at,” Antho-
ny says. “We find 
ways to engage 
them but also give 
them a glimpse of 
what to expect with 
traditional worship 
once they’re out.”

Although facili-
ty regulations limit 

their interactions with the youth, volun-
teers often get to speak with them and 
pray. Anthony says the emotional reac-
tions from the kids can be very moving.

“We’ve had teenagers cry, and stand 
up and start shouting that they need 
God in their life and that they want 
change,” he says.

Kisha states that their goal is to have a 
point person at each of the area churches 
who is ready to connect with the youth 
and get them plugged in and discipled 
once they’re released.

“On average we will have three to 
four kids a year who will contact us. One 
young lady accepted Christ three years 
ago, is now doing well and wants to go 
back to CYC with us to talk to the kids,” 
she says. “Because she’s been there.”

—Meredee Berg
HopeChurchOnline.com

THE CHURCH 
Hope Church in  

Las Vegas, Nevada

THE CHALLENGE 
Reach incarcerated and 

recently released juveniles 
to give them hope and 

share the gospel.

ONE BIG IDEA 
Partner with local  

facilities to make con-
nections with jailed and 

rehabilitated youth.

CANDACE PAYNE is a viral sensation whose 
video of trying on a Chewbacca Mask 
became the most-viewed Facebook 
Live video to date (175+ million views). 
She has been featured on major 
media outlets such as “Good 
Morning America,” “The Late Late 
Show with James Corden,” The 
New York Times, PEOPLE and 
Cosmopolitan. Candace is 
not just an overnight video 
sensation though. She 
released her fi rst book, 
Laugh It Up: Embrace 
Freedom and Experience 
Defi ant Joy, in the fall 2017. 
Candace lives in Texas with 
her husband, two children, 
and ornery pugs.

“CANDACE PAYNE is authentic, relatable, 
and has a great message shared with some 
humor thrown in. Our women were at the edge 
of their seats listening to her message of hope. 
If you’re looking for a speaker who can relate to the 
everyday girl and has spiritual depth, Candace is your 
girl! I would defi nitely use her again!”

—Jodi Ruch, Women’s Ministry Director 
Emmanuel Christian Center, Minneapolis, MN

Invite Candace to speak for your next women’s event or conference. 

866.400.2036 | events@outreach.com | OutreachSpeakers.com

Candace Payne AD.indd   1 2/6/18   7:08 AM
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Try This

Rides for Senior Citizens
According to the AARP, adults ages 
65 and older who have stopped driv-
ing have also stopped engaging in 

important activities. They go to the 
doctor less, shop or eat out few-
er times and participate in social, 

IDEAS SENIORS

After having her parents live with her for 
five years, Nancy Kot realized that much 
of their social life consisted of doctor’s ap-
pointments and lunch outings. Since Mar-
co Island, Florida, lacks a senior center, 
Kot talked with Liz Pecora, community af-
fairs coordinator for Our Daily Bread Food 
Pantry at Family Church. They wanted to 
find a way to unite seniors, many of whom 
lacked advocates, and help them mingle 
and be a part of the community. 

“Socialization is so important as you 
age,” says Kot, who began chatting with 
Allyson Richards, the Greater Marco 
Family YMCA representative. Richards 
suggested using food to bring folks togeth-
er, and a partnership birthed a ministry. 

“Who doesn’t like to eat?” she pointed 
out.

In August 2017, the trio of women 
launched Lunch With Friends, a minis-
try for any person 60 years or older. The 
ministry hosts free catered lunches on 
the third Thursday of the month with 
Family Church and the Y alternating 
hosting duties every three months. 

When the event first launched, seniors 
kept to themselves much like shy students 
at a middle school dance. As familiarity 
has taken root, however, meaningful 

friendships have sprouted. 
“This ministry builds relationships 

and creates belonging,” says Kot, who 
serves as volunteer coordinator for the 
ministry. “It’s an opportunity to put woes 
aside and laugh together.”

Typically, 60 to 80 people attend the 
lunches; volunteers pick up guests who 
are unable to drive. Adding to the fun, 
the event features door prizes—every-
thing from flashlights to chocolates to 
gift cards from Starbucks or Dunkin’ Do-
nuts. Following the meal, seniors are in-
vited to “shop” the church’s food pantry. 

At one meal, Pecora noticed a gentle-
man in a Hawaiian shirt dancing around. 
She later found out that he has Alzhei-
mer’s and had struggled emotionally with 
his diagnosis. His wife had been unsuc-
cessful in getting him out of the house. 

“She told us that this lunch group has 
been an answered prayer,” says Pecora. 

She’s not the only one. Attendee Jen-
nifer Reilly says that the luncheons have 
reintroduced her to the social scene. 

“Whenever I’m out and about on the 
island now, people say hello to me by 
name,” says Reilly. “I now feel special.”

—C.H.E.
FBCMarco.com

Lunch 
With 
Friends
Giving Seniors a 
Place to Belong 
in Southwest 
Florida

Read and Discuss

Host a 
Monthly 
Book Club
• Hold the meetings on your campus 
or at a nearby assisted-living facility.
• Advertise the event online and 
throughout your community.  
• Select all of the books in advance, 
and post the reading list online so 
people can read ahead and/or decide 
what months they’d like to partici-
pate. This also gives seniors time to 
buy the book or get it from the library.
• Find out if any authors may be 
speaking in your community in the 

DID YOU KNOW?
On average, retired adults aged 75 
years and older have more than seven 
hours of leisure time every day. They 
spend nearly an hour of that reading. 

—American Time Use Survey

near future. Consider choosing their 
book, and make the speaking en-
gagement an event that book club 
members can attend.
• Read a book that’s been made into 
a movie. Watching the film as a 
group could be a supplemental event. 
• Start a multigenerational book club. 
Pick an enjoyable book geared toward 
high school students or one that is re-
quired reading for school. Invite both 
seniors and teens to the discussion. 
• Spend time at the beginning of 
each meeting letting people intro-
duce themselves and share a little bit 
of personal information. 
• Break up into small groups for 
discussion if your book club is large.
• Provide coffee and light refresh-
ments as well as information on your 
seniors ministry, regular services times 
and locations, and upcoming events. 

• Have your lead pastor or other 
church staff members stop in for a 
quick hello. 

family or religious activities less—all 
things that keep individuals healthy, 
sharp and typically happier. So, be a 
friend and offer a ride. 

1. Solicit names of older adults who 
may be in need of transportation. 
2. Sign up volunteers (or small 
groups) willing to drive. 
3. Conduct background and driver 
record checks for all drivers.
4. Consider the size of the vehicle 
against the older adults’ needs (walk-
er, cane, wheelchair, etc.). 
4. Pair older adults with volunteers 
(or small groups) based on schedules 
and/or location.
5. Host an event (bingo, dinner and 
a movie, a speaker, concert, etc.) at 
your church specifically for these 
older adults; provide transportation 
to and from the event. 
6. Invite them to your worship ser-
vices and offer regular rides.

THE CHURCH 
Family Church in Marco 

Island, Florida 

THE CHALLENGE 
Help seniors make  

friends and connect with 
the community.

ONE BIG IDEA 
Give older adults a free 

meal, fun and fellowship.

AGE 75+
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