
As a continual student of church growth, I am always looking
for fresh ideas that will help me reach people. I consistently
return to my friend Charles Arn’s work. His latest book, Side
Door, has sparked some new thoughts for me and will do the
same for anyone who is committed to reaching more people for
Jesus.

—NelsoN seArCy, lead pastor, The Journey Church, 
New york; founder of ChurchleaderInsights.com

The side door is a very useful approach that can help churches
become more missional. By using the natural relational pathways
of affinity that already exist among people, church leaders can
find new ways to serve and to grow the congregations they lead.
A well-articulated book. 

—AlAN HIrsCH, author, activist, dreamer

Side Door is a must-read for missional practitioners who are
looking for relevant, need-meeting ways to connect incarnationally
with their communities by “entering into other people’s worlds with
Christlikeness.”

—MIke slAugHTer, pastor, ginghamsburg Church, Tipp City, ohio

Those who desire to reach their community for the lord will
love this book. Side Door contains great ways to extend ministry
into the community. This book empowers the imagination of
church leaders to think in nontraditional but very effective ways.
I will be recommending this book to all of my churches!

—sTepHeN F. BABBy, district superintendent, 
pacific southwest District, The Wesleyan Church



Charles Arn’s book on side door ministries is a terrific resource
that helps church leaders and congregations unleash their creative
imagination that will empower followers of Jesus to build new
and genuine friendships with people.

—sTANley DueCk, director, Transforming practices, 
Church of the Brethren

Charles Arn’s Side Door is a much-needed resource for the
church. He will help us think about ways to connect with people
like Jesus did, to find out what others need, to spend enough time
to understand their interests, to identify with them on their turf,
and then, to introduce them to Christ.

—JIM DuNN, executive director, Church Multiplication 
and Discipleship, The Wesleyan Church

Charles Arn’s latest book is compelling! Charles not only provides
an understanding and rationale for Side Door, but paints the
picture, creates the vision, and provides a thorough, step-by-step
handbook that helps us use members’ passions and interests as a
starting point for new ministries. His practical, hands-on approach,
examples, and resources are invaluable in guiding churches to
create and maximize new ministries that build relational bridges
with those who don’t yet know Jesus. 

—sue voN FANge, minister for outreach and assimilation, 
Trinity lutheran Church, Clinton Township, Michigan

Side Door: How to Open Your Church to Reach More People offers
the local church practical steps on how to become more faithful
in fulfilling the great Commission of Jesus Christ. This book
provides an essential vision for churches to become missional
and practical steps on how to get started today. Side Door is a
crucial read for all our churches who are struggling with how to



enable its members to have meaningful relationships with
people outside the walls of the church.

—erIC Hoey, director, evangelism and Church growth, 
presbyterian Mission Agency

No one, to my knowledge, knows more about helping local churches
reach people for Christ than Charles Arn. With over three decades
of experience in evangelism and church growth research, his
insights are valuable and practical. Side Door: How to Open Your
Church to Reach More People is needed by churches in the
twenty-first century. Arn’s insights and ideas will help churches
obtain biblical church growth in the coming years. 

—gAry l. MCINTosH, professor of Christian ministry and leadership, 
Talbot school of Theology, Biola university; author of Here Today, 

There Tomorrow: Unleashing Your Church’s Potential and 
coauthor of Being the Church in a Multi-Ethnic Community

As our culture becomes more and more disenfranchised by
scandal and division, the front door of the church becomes less
attractive. But as Charles Arn clearly contends, it doesn’t really
matter what door is used as long as lost people find their way in.
If you’re looking for creative and effective ways to make connec-
tions with nonbelievers in your community, then read this book.
A lot of authors tell us what we need to do. Charles details how
we can do it!

—ToM MerCer, senior pastor, High Desert Church, victorville, 
California; author of 8 to 15: The World Is Smaller Than You Think

relationships are the key to effective evangelism but how and
where people far from god connect to the church has been a
mystery. The good news, as Dr. Arn points out, is that need- and
interest-based side doors have the power to move people onto
the pathway that leads to faith. Dr. Charles Arn not only shows



how the church is actually growing, but teaches in a practical
way how any church can create pathways through effective side
door ministries. It’s a must-read for all our leaders, and I would
encourage you to read it and share it with your leaders. The good
news is too good to remain inside the walls of our churches. 

—BoB orr, president, California state Christian university; 
classic service pastor, Christ First Church, Covina, California

I was so excited about reading Side Door, and I could not put it
down. I kept thinking of ways to apply it with my churches, and
I cannot wait to share it with my pastors and leaders! This is such
a complete manual on the step-by-step process of building side
doors to reach the unreached.

—HerBerT peñA, evangelism director, West Coast Hispanic 
Conference, International pentecostal Holiness Church

In Side Door, Charles Arn refreshes many helpful church growth
principles and strategically applies them for a newly emerging
culture. Dr. Arn links the strengths of both missional and attractive
models of ministry in what he calls, “incarnational evangelism.”
Anyone interested in a practical guide to help Christians “enter
into other peoples worlds with Christlikeness” (stott) will discover
valuable insights in Side Door. 

—DAvID seBAsTIAN, dean, Anderson university school of Theology
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This book is dedicated to my son, Michael, whose creative
approach to life reminds me of the kind of thinking 

required to build creative side doors in churches today.
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Walking slowly to the podium, assisted by a cane and his
research assistant, the theologian was met by a standing ovation
from the overflow crowd at the keswick Convention in england on
the warm summer evening of July 17, 2007. several years earlier,
Time magazine had named him “one of the 100 most influential
people on the planet.” What would he say in this, his final public
address, to those listening in that room and around the world?

John stott began by recalling how perplexed he had been as a
younger Christian about the answer to the question, “What is god’s
purpose for his people?” In his message that night, stott described
the resolution to his lifelong search: “I want to share with you where
my mind has come to rest as I approach the end of my pilgrimage
on earth and it is: god wants his people to become like Christ.
Christlikeness is the will of god for the people of god.”

stott spent the rest of the evening addressing this matter of
incarnational evangelism—a process, he noted, that can turn the
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world upside down. stott’s definition of incarnational evangelism
was “entering into other people’s worlds” with Christlikeness.
Incarnational evangelism, said stott, is the road the church must
walk in the twenty-first century. our evangelistic efforts often
lead to failure, he observed, because we don’t act like the Christ
we proclaim. Quoting John poulton, stott noted, “The most
effective preaching comes from those who embody the things
they are saying. . . . What communicates now is basically 
personal authenticity. That is, Christlikeness.”1

In two words, this is a book about incarnational evangelism.
In it will be presented an effective, proven, yet enjoyable way
for those in your church to enter into other people’s worlds with
contagious Christlikeness. some call this the missional approach;
others call it being externally focused. In its simplest form, incar-
national evangelism is what the Christian life should be all about:
becoming more like Christ in this world. 

After this introduction, however, I would like to say good-
bye to the term incarnational evangelism. That’s because what
I’ll be sharing in this book is a process for laypeople—for those
like me who aren’t all that jazzed about big theological terms.
rather, we’ll be using words like side door and passion and
friendship and fun—words that more accurately describe the
process we will be exploring.

This book is not so much about the what or why of incarna-
tional evangelism as it is about the how. We’ll be talking about
how people can become great incarnational evangelists by riding
motorcycles, searching for jobs, dealing with cancer, and danc-
ing the hula. And we’ll talk about how the people in your church
can respond to Christ’s command to “go and make disciples”
while having the time of their lives.
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Where Are We to Be Christlike?

A closer look at how Jesus’ command to make disciples was
given in the original greek gives us insight into how he wants us
to carry it out today. The word go, when Jesus said “go and make
disciples” is more correctly translated “as you are going.” In
other words, Jesus was not telling the disciples to drop everything,
pack their bags, and go off to a foreign land. He was saying, as
you are going; as you are participating in your world; as you are
involved in your normal, everyday encounters with people—in
those contexts make disciples. 

That is exactly the process of incarnational evangelism. And
while stott is right that incarnational evangelism has the power
to turn the world upside down, incarnational evangelism also
has the power to turn your church upside down—and your 
community in the process. 

The encouraging news is that you don’t have to be a megachurch
to do it. While most megachurches are, in fact, practicing incarna-
tional evangelism in the way we will talk about in this book, they
don’t have exclusive rights to the idea or a corner on the needs of
people in our communities. Any church can respond to people as
Christ did. There are hundreds of ways and places for the people in
your church to become incarnational evangelists in your community.
And in this book, I’ll show you how. It’s a process my friend, pas-
tor Nelson searcy, calls “putting wheels on the missional wagon.”

The Silver Bullet for Making Disciples 

A silver bullet is designed as “something that acts as a magical
weapon; especially: one that instantly solves a long-standing
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problem.” The term conveys the understanding that some new
strategy, technology, or practice will solve a prevailing and unde-
sirable condition. Based on more than thirty years of studying
the process of evangelism and church growth, I can confidently
say that there is a silver bullet for fulfilling Christ’s command to
go and make disciples. Here it is: The most effective evangel-
ism, by far, occurs through meaningful relationships between
Christians and non-Christians. 

Did you know that more than twice as many people come to
faith in Christ through relationships with Christian friends or rel-
atives than all other reasons—combined?2

Many times in his ministry Jesus talked about and modeled
this disciple-making silver bullet. To the man who had been
demon-possessed, he said, “go home to your family and tell
them how much the lord has done for you” (Mark 5:19). When
Zacchaeus believed, Christ told him that salvation had come not
only to him, but also to his friends and family as well (see luke
19:9). After Jesus healed the son of a royal official, we learn that
the official, with all his family and friends, believed (see John
4:53). In these events, Jesus was showing us that we are to share
god’s love with the people we already know “as we are going.”
This is the way the gospel travels.

In your next devotion time, look up the word household in your
Bible concordance. you will find the term not only in the refer-
ences above, but in many other verses as well. In the greek, the
word is oikos, and it has a fascinating meaning. The word oikos
referred to those in a person’s social network.3 It included the per-
son’s immediate family (father, brother, wife, etc.). It included
the person’s extended family (cousin, brother-in-law, grandparent,
nephew, etc.). Oikos referred to the servants who lived in first-
century homes and likewise to the servants’ families who lived
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there. The word also referred to the person’s close friends, as
well as work associates . . . no small number of people!

When the tremendous earthquake caused the philippian jailer
to desperately cry out, “What must I do to be saved?” paul
responded, “Believe in the lord Jesus Christ, and you will be
saved—you and your oikos” (Acts 16:31). Michael green, British
theologian and apologist, observes, “The early Christians knew
that when the message of faith was heard and demonstrated by
friends and family who were known and trusted . . . receptivity to
the gospel increased tremendously.”4

existing relationships have been the primary means by which
the gospel has traveled from the first-century church right up to
today. one of the first books written by Donald Mcgavran, noted
missiologist, was Bridges of God.5 In it he explained how the
gospel has timelessly crossed the bridges of established relation-
ships between believer and unbeliever. research still shows that
it is through the naturally existing relationships of believers with
nonbelievers that the gospel continues to spread most effectively.6

so incarnational evangelism is simply being intentionally
Christlike in our normal, everyday lives—among the people in
our social network. 

A Problem with Shooting the Silver Bullet

But there is one essential requirement for being an incarna-
tional evangelist: We must be close enough to unbelievers that
they can observe and experience Christ in us. And there’s the
rub. The problem is that the longer people are in church, the more
friends they have who are also in their church—and the fewer
friends they have who are outside the church. let me repeat this
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important problematic statement, because it is one of the major
obstacles to the spread of the Christian gospel today: Most Chris-
tians have very few close friends who are non-Christian. With-
out such relationships, it is impossible for us to be Christlike.
remember stott’s definition of incarnational evangelism?
“entering into other people’s worlds [with Christlikeness].” And
he did not mean other Christians’ worlds. 

so how do we enter into a non-Christian’s world to be Christ-
like if we don’t really know any non-Christians? The answer is
easy. We need to become more like Jesus—we need friends who
are “tax collectors and sinners” (Matt. 11:19). or, if you prefer
eugene peterson’s version, Jesus was spoken of as “a friend of
the riffraff” (Msg).

The average new Christian can list twelve to thirteen non-
believing friends and relatives in his or her social network.7 But
a curious thing begins to happen the longer people are Chris-
tians. each year they can list fewer and fewer non-Christians in
their social community. It’s not that their friends and relatives
have all become Christians, although this sometimes happens.
rather, it is a phenomenon that Donald Mcgavran calls “redemp-
tion and lift.”8 The more Christians learn about Christ and the
more they want to become like Christ, the more comfortable they
are around people who are on the same faith journey. some long-
time believers, in fact, have gotten to the point where they have
no close friends or relatives outside the church. 

one reason more than 85 percent of today’s churches are not
growing is that the social networks of people in these congre-
gations are almost entirely within their four walls. Worse yet,
most churches are actually programmed to encourage this rela-
tional isolation—church activities are geared toward existing
members, successful church events are when a high percentage
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of members attend, small groups are formed primarily for those
within the church. As a result, not only do church members have
few non-Christian people with whom they associate, but non-
Christians in the community have few or no close friends in the
church.

From Christ’s point of view, I believe, this is a serious prob-
lem. How can the church’s missional task be accomplished if
god’s people are not in the world? “My prayer,” said Jesus to
his Father, “is not that you take them [Christ’s followers] out of
the world but that you protect them from the evil one” (John
17:15). In fact, Christians are supposed to be in the world, just
not of the world. 

paul knew that he needed to connect with the “riffraff” before
he could communicate with them: “I didn’t take on their way of
life. I kept my bearings in Christ—but I entered their world and
tried to experience things from their point of view. I’ve become
just about every sort of servant there is in my attempts to lead
those I meet into a god-saved life. I did all this because of the
Message. I didn’t just want to talk about it; I wanted to be in on
it!” (1 Cor. 9:21–23 Msg).

We are to be the salt of the earth (see Matt. 5:13). And salt
does not season itself. 

But like the Berlin Wall, which divided the german people
and eventually created two separate cultures, there are walls today
that isolate many Christians from non-Christians. We simply do
not have doors in place that could allow people to pass through
these “relational walls.” 
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The Solution to the Problem

The solution is what this book is all about. It will help you and
your church knock holes in those relational walls that separate
your church from the people in your community. I call these holes
side doors. As we will see, side doors are a proven and exciting
way to build relationships with unchurched people. side doors
are a means of helping people inside your church to genuinely
connect with people in your neighborhood. And side doors will
allow people outside your church to experience real Christian
community through contact with members of the body of Christ.

sound impossible? Not only is it possible, it is happening!
such ministries “are the frontier topic for understanding the
world’s most effective churches,” says noted missiologist george
Hunter.9 In this book, I want to share with you my research and
experience about how to successfully build side doors. If I were
introducing a brand new idea or program in these pages, I might
be more concerned about whether I could make good on the
promise of getting more people involved in more outreach while
really enjoying it. But what is in this book are not new ideas, at
least for the churches that are already implementing them. 

you may be in a church that has plateaued or even declined in
recent years. I believe that incarnational evangelism—as practiced
through creating side doors—can be your key to effective new
outreach and congregational growth. 

perhaps you are in the 15 percent of churches that are seeing
growth in worship attendance. A side door building strategy will
help you shift into overdrive and exponentially accelerate the
number of people you reach in your community.

perhaps you feel the “missional renaissance” that is going on
in churches today has merit, and you want your congregation to
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become more missional in its focus and priorities. A side door
building strategy is your answer to the question, “Where do we
start?”

Well, actually, you have already started. And as you continue
through this book, you will find a very helpful way to practice
incarnational evangelism in your church. This step-by-step
process comes out of having researched many churches that are
doing it successfully. It comes from pilot projects in which I have
tested this approach. And it comes from my observation that side
doors are a proven way to knock holes in the walls that separate
so many churches from so many people outside. 

I really think you’re going to enjoy this.
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The prescription for growing a church is simple: more people must
come in than go out. But realizing that positive flow of people is not
quite as simple. In fact, more than eight out of ten protestant
churches in North America are not growing. 

Having been a church consultant for more than thirty years, I have
come to a sobering conclusion: The “front doors” of most churches
are closing. Fewer people are visiting churches, and fewer visitors are
staying. put simply, there are hundreds of thousands of churches in
America that have an insufficient number of visitors coming in their
front doors to make up for those leaving through their back doors. As
a result, churches that continue to rely on visitors as their primary
source of growth will die within a few generations.

“once upon a time, not so long ago,” observes george Hunter,
“churches relied on two ‘front doors’ for reaching people: the
worship service and the sunday school. Today, the most apostolic
congregations reach even more people through ‘side doors.’”1

Side Doors
What They Are—and Why 

They’re So Important

1



perhaps you have heard the term side doors applied to the
church. It’s not a new idea, and certainly not a complex one. But
it is an increasingly critical idea for church leaders to understand.
side doors are a powerful way to harness the passion and energy
in a church and to channel it into effective outreach. side doors
have the potential to help churches connect with—and reach—
many new people in a community for Jesus Christ and his church.

What Are Side Doors?

I asked reverend Todd pridemore, minister of outreach at a
medium-sized church in Columbia, Missouri, to tell about his
church’s side doors. Todd, along with a growing number of church
leaders, is convinced that side doors can dramatically increase the
number of people in a community who will be able to touch the
face of Jesus. In these three short stories from Todd’s church, you
will see the exciting opportunities for ministry and outreach that
side doors provide. you’ll get the idea pretty quickly:

A couple of years ago, a woman in our congregation sensed
a calling to invite a friend and the friend’s family to church.
However, this woman knew it was very unlikely that this
unchurched family would respond to her invitation to attend
the sunday morning worship service. The member’s chil-
dren participated in an outreach-oriented basketball league
at the church, so she invited her unchurched friend to enroll
her two children in that activity as well. The kids got
involved in the basketball program, and everyone loved the
experience. Nearly two years later, the woman and her three
children were baptized as new members of our church.
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Another of our church members, a young father, met 
a new neighbor who did not attend any church in the 
community. The neighbor had moved into the area from
another state and had virtually no friends nearby. Although
the neighbor grew up as a Catholic, he did not consider
religion and spirituality to be a significant part of his life.
The church member took advantage of a fishing tourna-
ment sponsored by our church as a means of involving his
new friend. After participating in two more fishing tour-
naments over the next four months, the neighbor began
attending a Bible discussion group. He now attends our
church regularly and is exploring Christianity in ways he
never has before.

still another church member, a young woman, had a
coworker who had not gone to church since childhood.
The member talked with her coworker about church and
other religious issues, occasionally inviting her to attend
some of the less-threatening activities at church, such as
social events and women’s activities. After months of
being invited, the coworker finally attended a women’s
brunch at the church and enjoyed it immensely. After sev-
eral more months of church-related conversations and
invitations, the young lady finally attended a sunday
morning worship service. This woman felt god’s presence
through the worship service, as well as through the rela-
tionships she had developed with her coworker and 
others at the church. she felt compelled to investigate
Christian faith on a deeper level, and she was recently 
baptized.2
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These three stories focus on the lives of previously unchurched
people who came into that church through some other means
than its front door. Their first contact with Todd’s congregation
was not in the worship service or the sunday school hour. In fact,
Todd is convinced that had the front doors been the only way for
people to get into his church, these people would likely not be
involved there today. Instead, these people—and thousands of
others in churches around the country—came to Christ and to
the church through side doors.

so what exactly is a side door? A side door is a church-
sponsored program, group, or activity in which a nonmember
can become comfortably involved with the church on a regular
basis. It is a group that provides an ongoing opportunity for a
nonmember to develop meaningful and valued relationships with
people in the congregation. The goal of an effective side door is
to provide a place in which participants (both church members
and nonmembers) can develop friendships around important
things that they share in common.

side doors cover the spectrum of human experience. They
can be based on recreational pastimes or life events. They can
be based on age, or they can span generations. But what binds the
people in a side door group together is a passion they share for
one particular thing, issue, or experience. 
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The idea of providing a place for unchurched people to connect
with Christians before they become active Christ followers has
actually been around for a while. John Wesley, the early religious
pioneer, insisted on using side doors in his evangelistic ministry,
as we read in the book To Spread the Power:

Wesley had three ultimate objectives for people: (1) that
they experience the grace of god and the gift of faith, and
become conscious followers of Jesus Christ; (2) that they
be “united” with others in a “class” and a “society” [such as,
be involved with a group of believers]; (3) that upon achieve-
ment of 1 and 2, they experience growth toward Christian
perfection. It is crucial to point out that the first two 

Sample Side Doors

Here are some examples of side doors. They are church-sponsored
groups that have been started by and for people who:

• Ride motorcycles
• Have children in the
military

• Own RVs
• Are recent widowers
• Are newlyweds
• Enjoy reading books
• Are unemployed
• Suffer from chronic
pain

• Have husbands in jail
• Are nominal Jews
• Have spouses who
are not believers

• Are fishermen
• Are single mothers
• Want to get in better
physical condition

• Wish to help 
homeless families

• Play softball
• Are interested in
end times

• Have a bed-ridden
parent

• Are raising grand-
children

• Are moms with
teenage daughters

• Need help managing
their finances

• Enjoy scrapbooking
• Are children in
blended families

• Have children with a
learning disability

• Are married to 
men who travel 
frequently

• Enjoy radio-
controlled airplanes

• Are pregnant
• Are affected by
homosexuality

• Struggle with 
chemical dependency

• Are empty nesters
• Enjoy camping
• Are divorced and
have no children

• Have a family 
member diagnosed
with cancer

• Are single dads
• Enjoy SCUBA diving
• Are hearing
impaired

• Ride mountain bikes
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objectives could be achieved in a person’s life-history in either
order, and the more usual sequence was, [two then one].

That is, most of the people who became Methodist con-
verts first joined a class [a side door], and sometime later
became conscious Christians! This helps to explain why
Wesley, in his extensive open-air field preaching, never
invited people to accept Jesus Christ and become Chris-
tians on the spot! That statement must surely shock those
of us whose assumptions about public evangelism have
been carved out in the Billy graham era, as it would shock
the evangelical Christians of any generation since Charles
grandison Finney first began inviting responders to what
he called the “mourner’s bench.”3

some two hundred fifty years after Wesley began the Methodist
Church, reverend kwasi kena, former director of evangelism
ministries for the united Methodist Church, observed, “In order to
proliferate, we must provide more ‘side door’ opportunities for
entry into the life of our churches.”4

so how does this play out in a local church? Motorcycles, for
example, may be an interest of several young men in the church.
Developing a church-sponsored side door ministry around motor-
cycles is a wonderful way to pursue a passion as well as to build
friendships between members and nonmembers. In another
church, a diagnoses of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) might lead several mothers to begin a ministry for par-
ents who face a similar situation—a great possible side door for
a church. A church-sponsored quilting club could grow out of the
special interest of several women, while a ministry for divorced
dads may emerge from the common experience of men in- and
outside the church. While each of these interests is quite different
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from the others and ministries for these various people would
obviously be different, the groups hold one characteristic in com-
mon. They bring people together—from in- and outside the
church—who share a common passion. And when like-minded
people come together around a common passion, deep friend-
ships quickly sprout and grow. It is these new ministries, with
their resulting relationships, that are side doors for many people
to enter into the life and fellowship of the local church.

george Hunter analyzed the characteristics of what he called
“apostolic churches” and observed that “one finds such churches
reaching deaf people, and gambling addicts, and single-parent fam-
ilies, and people with mental illnesses, and laotian immigrants—
because a team of people within the church began following their
hearts.”5

As a trend, side doors are definitely on the way in. According
to lyle schaller, a widely respected church consultant, most reg-
ular church attendees today who were born before 1935 made
their initial contact with the church on sunday morning through
the front door. However, a large proportion of today’s church-
goers who were born after 1935 made their initial contact
through a side door.6

gary McIntosh suggests that about 10 percent of the churches
in the united states are side door churches in which “most of
the new people who connect with the church made first contact
through a ministry other than the worship service.”7 I have not
tried to correlate gary’s 10 percent figure with the fact that only
about 14 percent of the churches in America today are growing
in worship attendance. But from my experience, I would not be
surprised to find a high correlation between side door churches
and growing churches. reverend Craig Williford, recalling his
experience in leading two growing, emerging churches, said,
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“our weekend services were very vital. But the side door min-
istries produced more evangelism and brought far more people
into our church.”8

Why Side Doors?

There are some good reasons why a strategy of building side
doors will significantly enhance the ministry and outreach of
your church.

More People Will Be Reached 
The purpose of a side door is to provide a context where peo-

ple who would not likely visit a church on their own can have a
first-hand experience of god’s love. 

A popular topic of discussion these days is on the difference
between “attractional” churches and “missional” churches. The
attractional approach to outreach, which has been practiced in
American churches for years, involves three basic steps: first, pro-
mote church events to “seekers”; then hope that visitors will attend
those events; and finally, encourage the visitors to stay. The attrac-
tional approach can be an effective way to identify and connect
with people who are interested in and receptive to spiritual things.
However, as our culture becomes less and less Christian, fewer
people are taking the initiative to attend church-sponsored
events. More and more churches are finding that their front-door
gains are insufficient to replace their back-door losses. 

A new approach to outreach—the missional approach—is
gaining influence as a means of helping non-Christian people
encounter god’s love. This type of outreach assumes that the 
people of god are called to intentionally demonstrate Christlikeness
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in their communities rather than to wait for their communities to
come to church.9 As more Christians are incarnational in their
world, more people will experience, and be attracted to, the love
of god. 

effective churches are actually practicing both attractional and
missional outreach: “(a) They discover and invite all the people
they can find who could be served through the church’s present
range of ministries; and (b) they develop new outreach ministries
to serve and reach additional populations. some churches now fea-
ture [fifty] or more lay-led outreach ministries, and they are
unstoppable local movements.”10

side doors focus on the B in this list. side door ministries
help your church to become more missional by creating new out-
reach ministries that serve and reach additional people groups in
your community. While front doors provide a way for people to
come to your church, side doors provide a way for your church
to go to people. side doors are one of the best ways for us to “be
[Christ’s] witnesses . . . to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

More Kinds of People Will Be Reached 
Churches tend to be rather homogenous. Most people in a par-

ticular church tend to look the same, sound the same, and talk the
same. And for all practical purposes, their outreach potential is
limited to others who look, sound, and talk the same as they do. 

But when you begin creating new side doors into your church,
not only will the number of your people connections grow, but the
variety of your connections will grow as well. David Williamson,
on staff at saddleback Community Church, observes that “the
more affinity and sub-affinity groups you have in your church, the
more effective the church will be at reaching out to neighbors.
Why? When you have groups for particular ages, languages, and
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other micro-communities, you increase the chance that people
will find a group that fits them. each affinity and sub-affinity
group will reach different kinds of people.”11

The variety of side door possibilities manifests itself in many
ways: common interests, common marital status, life issues, family
types, common dreams or passions, hobbies, or problems. When
churches create new side doors, they often experience more
growth than they had expected to. For instance, a church that
begins a ministry for deaf people may find that it is also reach-
ing the families of deaf people and many other people who are
attracted to a church that cares enough to minister to people who
are hearing impaired.12 several years from now, after creating a
number of new side doors, you will look around your church and
see people who represent a much greater diversity of age, marital
and family status, culture, interests, concerns, and needs than
you do now—most of whom came through your side doors.

More Members Will Be Involved 
A survey by Rev! Magazine found the assumption that “20

percent of the people in church do 80 percent of the work” is
optimistic; it’s even fewer.13 people do what they like to do. And
if they find nothing that they like to do, they generally do nothing.
Creating side doors based around people’s existing interests,
priorities, and passions eliminates the greatest volunteer recruit-
ing obstacle—motivation. When people are already motivated,
you don’t need to worry about how to create it; you just need to
channel it. 

Below is a helpful continuum that illustrates why people do
things.14 As you look at it, ask yourself, “How do we motivate
people in our church?” Many churches, unfortunately, tend toward
the left end of the scale rather than toward the right.
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The common approach to involving church members in min-
istry is for leaders to promote an “institutional” agenda (toward
the left side of this scale). In such churches, members are
encouraged to “join this group,” “volunteer for that program,”
and “attend those meetings.” This approach to lay ministry
seeks to direct members to the church programs that leaders
think are important.

In contrast are the (fewer) churches where leaders promote
an “individual” agenda (toward the right side of the scale). Here,
more emphasis is placed on encouraging members to create or
become involved in ministries related to their existing interests.
For example, a woman at Frazer united Methodist Church in
Montgomery, Alabama, learned that when premature babies
were born in Montgomery’s several hospitals, the hospital and
the parents often could not find clothing for a three-pound baby;
apparently no clothing manufacturer serves that small market.
so the church encouraged the woman to organize a group of
women who love to sew. The group (made up of church mem-
bers and nonmembers) now sews the booties, gowns, and caps
for every premature baby born in any hospital in Montgomery.
They take the clothing to the hospitals, and they minister to anx-
ious families. While the ministry has no strings attached, many
families of preemies have joined Frazer Church, some as new
Christians.15

Duress or
Force

Low Motivation High Motivation

Coercion Duty Expectation Desire
Personal 

Fulfillment
LoveObligation
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More Members Will Be Involved in Outreach 
simply having more people involved in church activities is

no guarantee that more people will be reached for Christ. What
they are doing is at least as important as whether they are doing. 

Donald Mcgavran, in his significant work Understanding
Church Growth,16 provides a helpful way for churches to evalu-
ate the strategic deployment of laypersons into ministry. He cat-
egorizes potential leaders into “classes.” The two most important,
for our purposes, are Class I and Class II. Class I leaders are those
whose time and energy focus on maintaining the existing church.
They serve as deacons, teachers, ushers, greeters, choir members,
elders, etc. As Mcgavran says, “They are good people. They are
god’s people. The church would be a poor place without them.
But there is very little direct relationship between Class I activi-
ties and the actual growth of the church.”17

Class II workers are those whose time and energy focus out-
ward, beyond the walls of the church. They interact with people
who are not part of the church and build connections with peo-
ple in the community. They follow-up with visitors. They wel-
come new neighbors to the community. They represent their
church in public events. The relationship between Class II roles
and church growth is direct and causal. 

The typical non-growing church has a Class I to Class II ratio
of approximately ninety-five to five. That is, for every one hun-
dred people involved in some sort of church ministry, 95 percent
of them are in Class I (maintenance) roles, while only 5 percent
are in Class II (outreach) roles. The good news is that building
new side doors will increase the number and percent of people
in your church who are involved in Class II activities. And that
will increase conversion growth.
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More Groups Will Be Started
Here’s an equation that is crucial to a church’s vitality: new

groups equals new growth. In fact, I suggest a new-group ratio
of one to five. This means that if you want to increase the per-
centage of your church members who are involved in small
groups, you will need to start new groups, with one of every five
groups being less than two years old.18

Why is there a direct relationship between new groups and
new growth? Because every group has a saturation point. like a
sponge that cannot hold any more water, groups get to a point at
which they cannot hold any more members. I have found that
approximately 90 percent of all groups saturate after two years.
Beyond this point in time, it becomes extremely difficult for
newcomers to break in. relationships have developed among the
existing members, experiences have been shared, trust has been
deepened, and the sense of community has grown. It’s a won-
derful place to be if you’re on the inside, but it’s very hard to get
in if you’re on the outside. This is not intentional exclusion, but
it does happen. And it’s real. 

The secret for dealing with this normal phenomenon of group
saturation is easy: start new groups. New side door groups are
easy to start because they bring people together around mean-
ingful common interests. And the bonding that occurs in these
new groups creates the same wonderful experience that we just
described—relationships are strengthened among the members,
experiences are shared, trust is deepened, and the group becomes
a meaningful community. 

More Members Will Invite Friends 
Churches grow when friends bring friends. The antithesis is

also true: Churches don’t grow when friends don’t bring friends. 
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“[our church] provides numerous ‘side door’ ministries that give
members the opportunity to bring friends into contact with the
church family,” says the website of Center grove presbyterian
Church in edwardsville, Illinois. With more than a dozen side
doors already running, the church says, “Additional side door
ministries and activities are added as the lord raises up mem-
bers with the calling and commitment to implement and lead
them.”19

The typical church member will more likely invite a friend to
a side door activity than he or she will invite that same friend to a
sunday morning service. However, a fascinating thing happens
when the friend begins participating in a side door group: The per-
son makes other friends in that group, many of whom attend the
church. Then, when a special church activity or sunday service is
planned, the chances are excellent that the nonmember will be
invited to the event, and the nonmember will attend with friends
from the group. remember Todd pridemore’s three stories in
which he shared how this exact pattern unfolded in his church?

More New Members Will Stay 
Most pastors know the unfortunate reality that not all new

members become active members. Why do some leave while
others stay? lyle schaller tells us, “Among those not related by
kinship to a congregation, those most likely to become active
members are those who become part of a group, and develop
meaningful relationships with others in that group, before for-
mally uniting with that congregation. They are assimilated before
they join.”20

That is exactly why churches whose new members come
through a side door have higher assimilation rates—those new
people developed meaningful relationships with others in the
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church and found a sense of belonging, acceptance, and value in
their side door group before they joined. In fact, it is not unusual
for persons in the group to become “assimilated” even before
they become believers. social connectedness can (and often
should) precede theological conversion. “We don’t worry about
people dropping out of church who are connected to a small
group,” says rick Warren, pastor of a church with over fifteen
thousand members. “We know that those people have been
effectively assimilated.”21

Your Church’s Community Visibility Will Increase 
Churches with high public exposure (at least the good kind)

tend to have a higher percentage of walk-in visitors. so what
gives a church high public exposure? The media. And how does
a church get media exposure? By doing something newsworthy. 

Many side door groups and activities, particularly ones
focused on issues of contemporary interest, are newsworthy.
local newspapers and television stations will often feature
church activities that positively affect the local community.
some years ago, for example, Fourth presbyterian Church in
Chicago purchased property in the infamous Cabrini-green com-
munity. They decided to transform the Chicago Avenue site into
a cooperative garden as a way to develop relationships with the
families in the area, and in 2010 the garden became an urban
farm as the church partnered with another ministry to expand its
growth.22 This side door for building relationships received much
media coverage and increased visitor traffic to the church as a
result. people-helping-people ministries get noticed. And many
side doors are just that.
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Dependency on Your Facility Will Decrease 
If your church building is more than twenty-five years old,

chances are good that the building is negatively affecting your
growth. Church buildings can be growth-restricting obstacles.23

It’s a bad sign when a visitor walks into your facility and the
architecture alone makes him or her feel uncomfortable. side
door groups don’t have to (and sometimes shouldn’t) meet in the
church facility. rather, people connections can happen in the
community—in the real world.

You Will Change from a Single-Cell Church to a 
Multi-Cell Church 

Half the churches in the united states have under eighty people
in attendance. These churches are called single-cell churches,
and at that size, they are confronting the most difficult barrier
for any church to break through. 

A single-cell church is one in which community, fellowship,
caring, and spiritual growth occur when the entire congregation
is together. sociologically, a church cannot grow beyond one
hundred people (the approximate limit of a single-cell church)
without newcomers encountering an unyielding sociological
wall. 

But when the sense of community, fellowship, caring, and spir-
itual growth begins to occur in the smaller units of the church—
when the church begins to move from a single-cell organism to a
multi-cell organism—its potential for growth increases dramati-
cally. side door groups are tailor-made to facilitate a church’s
metamorphosis from single-cell to multi-cell.
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Your Church Will Not Be Dependent on 
Walk-In Visitors 

In chapter 3, I will show you how to determine whether you
have enough sunday visitors to grow. But as I have already
noted, most churches don’t. Nonmembers who become part of a
side door group, however, develop friendships with people in
your church. And those new friendships with church members
greatly increase the likelihood of their visiting other church-
related events and becoming part of your faith community. side
doors increase visitor flow.

let me encourage you to seriously consider the power of side
doors, regardless of your church’s size, shape, or color. Big
churches can have side doors. little churches can have side
doors. urban, rural, and suburban churches can have side doors,
as can growing churches or declining ones. Any church that
desires to be more intentional and more effective in outreach will
find side doors to be vital and strategic.

The Risks

obviously, there are many good reasons to consider building
new side doors to connect your church with your community.
“The best churches and denominations encourage new min-
istries,” says Don Cousins.24

But you may be wondering about the potential risks in com-
mitting to a strategy of side doors. And there are some. let me
briefly give you three.

First, a commitment to building side doors will create more
connections to unchurched people than you have probably had
for some time. The results of these new relationships may not

Side Doors: What They Are—and Why They’re So Important  |  39



always be comfortable to members who have a “church is for
us” mentality.

second, a commitment to building side doors will mean that
some of your members now involved in Class I (institutional main-
tenance) roles will be attracted to Class II (community outreach)
activities. The results of these time and personnel recommitments
may not always be comfortable to members who have a “church
is for us” mentality.

Third, a commitment to building side doors will mean that
members who are involved in beginning these new ministries will
need more freedom and flexibility than your church may be used
to giving members who are not in elected positions of authority.
The results of this new freedom may not always be comfortable
to members who have a “church is for us” mentality.

After it’s all said and done, however, if you were to ask Jesus
what his priorities are for your church, he would probably
respond the same way he did to the demon-possessed man whom
he had just healed: “go home to your [oikos] and tell them how
much the lord has done for you” (Mark 5:19). 

The simple rule is this: The more “doors” you provide into
your church, the more unbelievers in your community will walk
through them and discover the amazing and fulfilling life god
has in store for them.
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