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Search and Seek for them 

The prophetic book of Ezekiel presents a very alarming situation which in some extend may be 

similar to what we are living actually in our church. It speaks to us today and presents a powerful 

invitation to change the course of our actions and thinking, to consider new strategies, new ways to 

reclaim the former members and build a vibrant, loving and caring community. 

In the time of Ezekiel, the people of Juda facing the Babylonian captivity, was going astray from God 

and followed many gods. It was the main reason why God allowed them to be carried off, so that 

they would once again turn back to Him. In the chapter 34, the Lord tells Ezekiel to prophesy to the 

leaders of Juda who were partly at fault that the people of God had gotten into the spiritual condition 

that they were in. God has a strong desire to bring back His people, at the same time expressed a big 

rebuke to those who are in charge, in leadership of the people. And from this chapter we can 

understand what God is expecting from us who are in charge of His people. 

In Ezekiel 34:5-6, God said: “And they were scattered, because there is no shepherd: and they 

became meat to all the beasts of the field, when they were scattered. My sheep wandered through all 

the mountains, and upon every high hill: yea, my flock was scattered upon all the face of the earth, 

and none did search or seek after them.” It is not a ruling against the sheep who was wandering off. 

In fact, the sheep was just doing what sheep do. The problem was with those who ought to be looking 

for them and are not. The sheep was scattered and no one searched or looked for them. It is a clear 

invitation for leaders to do something. They have to be searching and looking for those who are 

scattered. They have to take care of the flock. 

Today, it is time to really pay attention to what is happening in our churches. Leaders as well as the 

members in the pews, we are responsible for those who were attending our services, those we used to 

call “brothers”, “sisters”. We are “keepers” of our brothers and sisters. We have to find a viable 

solution to the phenomenon of people going astray, leaving the church for one reason or another. It is 

not a new problem, but the issue gains weight with each passing year. Before improvement occurs, 

individual churches need revivals among their people. The problem exists on a wide scale. But the 

solution remains with each church on a local level. Individual churches must champion the cause on 

their own. These churches must make decision to become relevant to their congregation and 

community.  

Some want to solve the issue of missing members but do not know where to begin. No doubt, a slice 

of churches is making strides to close the back door, but we have still a lot to do. This booklet does 

not contain all the answers. It is “A Guide to an Effective Ministry of Reconciliation and 

Discipleship of Former Members”. We hope that it will be an invaluable tool for helping your church 

shift from good intention to Total Members Involvement.  

May God bless you abundantly in this endeavor.  

 

 

Dr. Elie Henry 

President, 

Inter-American Division 
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Introduction 

 

There is an unprecedented crisis in the Seventh-day Adventist Church in many parts of 

the world. Members are leaving the church for various reasons. Some of these reasons include 

personal conflicts, emotional instabilities, and doctrinal disagreements. I propose a more 

fundamental reason. It’s called shallow conversion. Matthew 13 describes shallow conversion as 

hearing without understanding. They heard the Word but did not internalize its meaning. Is the 

problem with the Word? No! Is the problem with human minds? Yes! However, could the 

problem also be with how prepared the human minds are to receive the Word? Yes or no? In 

Matthew 13, Jesus argues that people have various degrees of readiness in receiving the Word. 

He describes these degrees of readiness as ‘wayside’, ‘stony’ and ‘thorny’. He uses these 

metaphors to convey deficiency in people’s understanding of the Word. This deficiency in 

understanding causes shallow conversion. This issue of shallow conversion may be the root 

cause of people leaving the church. Persons with a shallow conversion cannot withstand the fury 

of satanic forces. Why? These persons have a superficial understanding of the Word. The Word 

has not taken root in their hearts. In other words, they have not internalized the deep meaning of 

the Word. Their understanding is shallow. They are blown away easily by every ‘wind and 

doctrine’. 

 The human mind is preoccupied with many voices. These voices may include 

worldliness, lust of the flesh, false teachings, and emotional issues. These preoccupations inhibit 

understanding of the Word. They compete with the Word: the Word is supernatural; on the other 

hand, our preoccupations are carnal. The holy and the profane cannot dwell in same place. 

Before the Word enters the human mind, we must illuminate or minimize the voices that may 
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inhibit understanding of the Word. The human mind needs to be prepared to receive the Word. 

Jesus calls the prepared mind ‘good soil’. Deep conversion takes place in the prepared mind. The 

mind understands the Word. The Word takes root in the mind. This means that the hearers 

internalize the meaning of the Word. They grasp hold of the promises of the Word. The Word 

changes their beliefs, values and behavior. The Word is intertwined into the very fabric of their 

being. This is deep conversion to Christ.   

This book examines the process of helping former members to return to Christ and His 

church. Part one explores the biblical foundations of conversion. Special emphasis is given to 

conversion as an act of returning to God and the church. Part two examines the function of love 

in the conversion of former and active members. The stages of reconciliation are the focus of 

part three. Finally, part four gives practical instructions on how to implement a ministry of 

reconciliation for former members.    
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The Biblical Foundation for a Ministry of Reconciliation 

 

The Bible refers to conversion as a process.  It begins at a specific point in a person’s life 

and continues to maturity in Christ (Acts 9). The Bible also portrays conversion as an act of 

returning to Christ (Jeremiah 15:19; Zechariah 1: 3; Malachi 3:7; Luke 15:4). In the Old and 

New Testaments God appeals to His people to return unto Him, and He will return unto them. 

These verses imply an initial turning towards God and gradual turning away from God. God 

takes the initiative to reclaim His former people unto Himself. He gives them the impulse to 

return unto Him. The ministry of reconciliation is an initiative of God.    

God initiates salvation. Ellen G. White states: ‘Christ is the source of every right impulse. 

He is the only one that can implant in the heart enmity against sin. Every desire for truth and 

purity, every conviction of our own sinfulness, is evidence that His Spirit is moving upon our 

hearts.’ (Ellen G. White, Steps to Christ, p. 26.) 

God gives the invitation to repent. This invitation precedes repentance. Ellen G. White 

puts it tersely: 

‘The Bible does not teach that the sinner must repent before he can heed the invitation of 

Christ, “Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” 

Matthew 11:28. It is the virtue that goes forth from Christ that leads to genuine 

repentance. Peter made the matter clear in his statement to the Israelites when he said, 

“Him hath God exalted with His right hand to be a Prince and a Savior, for to give 

repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins.” Acts 5:31. We can no more repent without 

the Spirit of Christ to awaken the conscience than we can be pardoned without Christ.’ 

(Ibid.) 

God takes the initiative to reclaim His wayward people. He invites us to participate in this 

ministry of reconciliation and discipleship. Paul says, ‘God . . . has reconciled us to Himself 

through Jesus Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation . . .’ (2 Corinthians 5:18, 
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NKJV). Because God has reconciled us through Jesus, He invites us to participate with Him in 

the ministry of reconciliation. The Inter-American Division calls this ministry of reconciliation 

‘Operation Reclamation and Discipleship’.     

 Ministry and message go together. The ministry of reconciliation is accompanied by a 

unique message: 

‘. . . That God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins 

against them. . . . Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so 

that in him we might become the righteousness of God’ (2 Corinthians 5:19-21). 

The message is clear. ‘God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God.’ The righteousness of Jesus is accredited to us, and our sins 

are borne by Him. Therefore, through Jesus we are reconciled to God. This is the message of 

Operation Reclamation and Discipleship.  

We are ambassadors of God. He has chosen us to communicate this message to His 

wayward people. We are to implore His wayward people to ‘be reconciled to God’. He has given 

to us a ministry and a message. The message is the essence. The ministry helps us to 

communicate the message in appropriate ways to former members – God’s wayward people.  

These people drifted from the church for various reasons. Each has a different story. 

Jesus invites us to collaborate with Him to reconcile former members unto Himself. To each of 

us He asks the question: ‘Which one of you, having one hundred sheep, does not leave the 

ninety-nine and go to find the one lost sheep?’ 

 Jesus celebrates the return of one lost sheep. Why? Every sheep is important to Jesus. It is 

the duty of church leaders to plan and organize for the return of missing members to Christ and 

His church.  Everyone is invited to rejoice with former members who are being reconciled to 
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Christ. Why? God through Christ is reconciling them unto Himself. We are ambassadors to 

affirm and celebrate this act of worship and reconciliation (Luke 15).  

A former member is one who stops attending church services for a period of time from 

two to ten years. This person stops attending church services for many reasons. Some reasons are 

related to doctrinal issues, personal conflicts, anger, bitterness, feelings of despair, lust of the 

flesh and worldliness. Many of these reasons are related to the former members’ emotional state. 

They have been wounded emotionally. However, these former members still believe in the 

teaching and doctrine of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.  

There are also former members who no longer believe in the teachings and doctrine of 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Herein lies the challenge of reclaiming former members. The 

challenges can be either emotional or doctrinal. Whatever the reasons for drifting from the 

church, reconciliation takes time.  

     The ministry of reconciliation is a process. Let us examine the stages in the process of 

reconciling formers members unto God and the church. The stages in the process are interrelated. 

This means the stages flow into each other to create movement towards reconciliation. I will 

identify, explain and illustrate the stages in the process to enable church leaders to implement an 

effective ministry of reconciliation in local churches. The stages in the process are as follows: 
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Sabbath School: A Community of Grace 

 

The Sabbath School is the heart of the church. This metaphor communicates pleasant 

emotions and dispositions. It means, therefore, that the Sabbath school is a community of grace, 

affection, hospitality, fellowship, laughter, and happiness. This affective dimension of the 

Sabbath school provides the environment for Bible study. A pleasant environment is conducive 

to learning. Bible study is the priority of the Sabbath school. However, the affective dimensions 

of the school should precede its cognitive, evangelistic and missional functions. It is the love of 

God that ‘elevates the mind and transforms’ our character. The love of God creates a conducive 

environment for Bible study.  

A community of grace provides safety for people to be vulnerable. Many people come to 

church with feelings of anxiety, uncertainty, and sometimes guilt. In a community of grace, 

everyone is a sinner in need of grace. Everyone has a common humanity. There are no class or 

race distinctions. Everyone is saved by grace through faith in Jesus. In such a community of 

grace, members, former members and friends feel safe to share their fears, anxieties and 

struggles with sin. Why? Love is tolerant. Love suffers long. Love gives a helping hand to the 

fallen. Love gives people permission to be vulnerable. The affective dimension of the Sabbath 

school provides the catalyst for conversion to or return to Christ. 

The ministry of reconciliation focuses on conversion to or returning to Christ. However, 

Operation Reclamation and Transformation gives special emphasis to conversion as the act of 

returning to Christ and His church (Jeremiah 4:1-4; Zechariah1:3; Hosea 6:1; Malachi 3:7; Luke 

15). This is God’s initiative. He also gives to us the ministry of reconciling the ‘lost sheep of 
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Israel’ (Mathew 10:5, 6). This is internal evangelism. This facet of evangelism takes place in a 

community of grace. Will you leave the ninety-nine sheep and go in search of the one lost sheep? 

The Divine Call 

God gives us the ministry of reconciliation. This means He calls us to participate with 

Him to reconcile former members unto Himself and His church. A divine call is a conviction to 

do a specific ministry task. It an internal conviction. God instills this conviction in our minds. 

This conviction inspires us to be resilient, persistent, courageous and diligent in our service to 

God and others. The ministry of reconciliation requires abiding confidence in God. This 

confidence grows as you sense a divine calling to the ministry of reconciliation. If you have not 

sensed a call to this ministry of reconciliation, pray that the Holy Spirit will awaken within you 

that divine call.  

Intercessory Prayer in Reconciliation 

Intercessory prayer is a consistent petition to God for accessibility to the hearts of former 

members. Many former members are hostile to members of their local church. Some members 

show indifference to former members. The ministry of reconciliation occurs in the context of the 

great controversy between Christ and Satan. Intercessory prayer gives God access to the hearts of 

former members as well as the hearts of members. Church members should be encouraged to 

pray for former members. People who pray for others are inclined to think and feel favorably 

towards those persons.  

Intercessory prayer is the key to a successful ministry of reconciliation. God gains access 

to the hearts of members as they pray for former members. Intercessory prayer also gives God 

and members access to the hearts of former members. Intercessory prayer makes people 
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receptive to the ministry of reconciliation. Time spent in private prayer will be rewarded with 

high receptivity among members and former members for reconciliation (Matthew 6:6).   

The local church can make a list of all its former members. The church then presents 

those persons to God at weekly prayer services, family worships, prayer conferences and special 

days of prayer and fasting. Intercessory prayer ambushes ‘principalities and powers’ to give God 

access to our hearts to accomplish His work of reconciling us unto Himself.    

Recruiting 

Recruiting means: selecting persons to implement the ministry of reconciliation. The 

Sabbath School council or the church board may select these persons. They should demonstrate 

conviction and commitment to reconcile former members to Christ and His church. They should 

also be persons with a good reputation inside and outside of the church. In addition, the gift of 

discernment may be a vital asset to recruits for the ministry of reconciliation. This ministry 

requires recruits/persons who are filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. They need to depend 

upon the Holy Spirit to give them access to the hearts of former members. The Holy Spirit will 

teach them how and when to listen or speak. Great care should be taken in the selection of 

persons to implement Operation Reconciliation and Transformation. 

Identifying 

 Former members are everywhere. Each church needs to know who they are and where 

they live. The church clerk or Sabbath School has records of former members. The profile of 

former members should consist of their names, addresses, baptismal date and reasons for leaving 

the local church. This information is critical to trainers and trainees during the training process.  
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Training 

Training is the art of equipping persons with knowledge, skills and attitudes. The content 

of the training includes theology of conversion, discipleship, conflict resolution, empathy, 

listening skills, emotional healing, and spiritual healing. Trainees are required to complete 

twenty hours of training. The trainers may include counselors, pastors, the Sabbath school 

secretary, the church clerk, directors of the Sabbath school, youth ministries and women’s 

ministries, and elders. The trainers should give emphasis to the application of knowledge. 

Students need to learn how to apply their knowledge in real-life situations of reconciling former 

members to Christ and His church. The trainers may use illustrations or demonstrations to help 

students to acquire skills for an effective ministry of reconciliation.  

Contacting 

Contacting is a series of informal conversations with former members. The initial 

conversations greet former members as brothers or sisters. Such a greeting implies acceptance 

and belonging to a family. They belong to a family that still cares for and loves them. This 

assurance sometimes provides the springboard for former members to vent their anger and 

bitterness with the church. When this occurs, listen to the pain and express apologies during the 

outburst of anger and rage. Follow the counsel of James, to be slow to speak and quick to listen 

(James 1:19). During the time when a former member is venting his or her anger, do not try to 

explain or clarify any issue. Just continue to listen. Listening communicates respect. It also 

allows for the outflow of anger without interruptions. Interruptions tend to delay the outflow of 

the pain and bitterness. Just listen with empathy and reflective intonations such as: “This is 

awful! I sense the pain! Oh! This is terrible!’  
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These intonations help the church leader to reflect back to the person his or her feelings. 

They also help the church leader to identify with the person’s feelings. However, the initial series 

of conversations primarily helps former members to experience release from their anger and 

bitterness.  

Listening 

Listening is the ability to hear the emotions and meanings implied in verbal and non-

verbal communication.  There is a difference between hearing and listening. Hearing identifies 

differences in intonations, accents, language and volume. On the other land, listening detects 

hidden meanings and recognizes the feelings behind words. Words are sometimes laden with 

emotion. These are emotive words. Effective listening identifies feelings and reflects them back 

to the communicator. For instance, a former member might say to you, ‘The church members are 

wicked people.’ You may reflect by saying, ‘You are angry with the church members, aren’t you, 

Brother Jones?’ The former member may reply, ‘I am angry with them indeed! They have caused 

me so much pain.’ You may respond, ‘Oh! This is terrible.’ This is an example of effective 

listening. Listen for hidden meanings and feelings behind words. Then reflect those feelings back 

to the communicators. Reflective listening facilitates emotional healing.  

Acknowledging 

Acknowledging consists of verbal or non-verbal responses to former members’ emotional 

expressions. You may acknowledge emotional expressions with relevant exclamations: for 

instance, ‘Terrible! Awful! Shameful! I feel your pain! Wow! I am ashamed!’ These 

exclamations acknowledge the presence of negative and positive emotions in former members. 

Acknowledgements encourage former members to outpour their anger or share their joy. You are 
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not to acknowledge or deny the authenticity of statements of former members. Rather, 

acknowledge the feelings conveyed by the statements of former members. Sometimes a former 

member might say: ‘The pastor is a wicked person.’ You may acknowledge the feeling conveyed 

by the statement with exclamations such as: ‘Wow! It is terrible!’   

Empathizing 

Empathizing means identifying and reflecting a person’s feelings to assure him or her that 

you care. Jesus cares for us. He identifies with our feelings of infirmity. He listens to our cry; He 

feels our pain; and He comes close to us (Exodus 3:7). Empathy differs a bit from sympathy. 

Sympathy means you feel sorry for someone’s situation, even if you have never been there 

yourself. On the other hand, empathy is when you truly understand and can feel what another 

person is going through. In empathizing with former members, seek to understand the issues; 

but, more importantly, try to feel with them. By accurately reflecting the feelings of former 

members, you identify with their feelings of infirmity. 

Apologizing 

Apologizing means taking responsible for pain caused to a person. You may not have 

caused the pain. However, you may apologize on behalf of those who did cause the pain. The 

apology comes after the person is released from anger or bitterness. Active listening encourages 

former members to release their anger. The former member needs to vent his/her negative 

emotions before he or she can appreciate your sincere apology.  

The apology may go something like this: Brother/Sister ________________, we 

apologize sincerely for the pain and sorrow we have caused you. Our actions have caused grief 

and frustration to you and your family. I am embarrassed. Our actions have caused you so much 
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sorrow. On behalf of the church, I apologize sincerely for the heartaches we have caused to you. 

We are sincerely sorry. Sometimes a former member may refuse to accept your apology. If this 

happens, remain calm. Look straight at the person and repeat like a broken record: ‘We are sorry 

for the pain we have caused you.’ Keep the focus on the apology.  

Sometimes a former member may request apologies from specific persons. You can 

arrange for such a meeting of apology in a neutral place. A special orientation should be given to 

persons doing the apology to former members. These persons (members) should be encouraged 

not to defend themselves or to rehearse incidences or feelings. The task is simply to apologize 

for pains caused to the former member. Reconciliation is the goal. The member should apologize 

to a former member, even if the former member refuses to apologize to that member.    

Assuring 

Assuring means giving to former members assurances of God’s love. Some may be aware of 

God’s love for them but still be reluctant to return to an Adventist church. Church leaders should 

convey to former members a feeling of appreciation and belongingness to the family of God. 

Always address former members as brothers or sisters. These salutations convey feelings of 

acceptance and belongingness. If a former member should reject these salutations, you should 

maintain and insist that the church still considers the person to be a brother or sister. Your verbal 

and non-verbal communication should covey appreciation, acceptance and belongingness to 

former members. It is their greatest need. They still belong to God and His church.   

Testing 

Testing is an informal evaluation of the readiness of former members to reconcile with 

their church. You may test their readiness in several ways. First, you may offer an appropriate 
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book to read. They may be reluctant to accept the book, but urge them gently to accept it. 

Second, extend an invitation to fellowship with the church one of these days. The initial 

invitation should be indefinite. Place the emphasis on ‘one of these days’. The time will come 

when you can give them a definite date to come to church with you. Timing is crucial in the 

reconciliation process. Give former members time and space to heal. Third, ask former members 

to make decisions between positive alternatives. For instance, to request a follow-up visit, you 

may say, ‘Would you prefer my second visit to be in the morning or in the afternoon?’ or on 

Thursday or Sunday. You are requesting for a follow-up visit between two positive alternatives – 

morning or afternoon, or on Sunday or Thursday. Make it very easy for former members to 

decide to reconcile with their churches. Give them time, positive alternatives and space to heal.  

Defending 

Defending is an attempt to protect or rationalize the behavior of church members, pastors 

or church boards. The church board decision to discipline a former member may be correct. 

Sometimes, members’ actions or behavior towards a former member may be appropriate. On the 

other hand, church boards, pastors and members may not have acted appropriately. In any case, 

the actions of church leaders or members caused pain to a former member. The former member 

is angry and bitter with the members of the church. During your first and second visits to former 

members, do not defend the right or wrong actions of the church board, pastor or members. It is 

not the time to explain or rationalize the behavior of church members towards former members. 

It is time to allow former members to vent their anger and bitterness. If you defend the 

allegations or accusations, you may delay the healing process of former members. You 

accelerate the reconciliation process through listening. ‘Be quick to listen [and] slow to speak’ 
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(James 1:19). You should acknowledge the feelings but resist defending against accusations of 

former members.  

Anticipating 

 Anticipating means instilling internal motivation in former members to reconcile with 

God and their local churches. Always say to former members, ‘We look forward to 

fellowshipping with you one of these days.’ Such a statement helps to build expectation in 

former members. It helps them to make mental adjustments for returning to their local churches. 

A specific date for returning is given to them at an appropriate time. Until then, keep former 

members living in hope of returning to worship at their local church. It is also necessary to help 

the local church to anticipate the return of former members. The pastor should inform his local 

congregation of the return of former members to the local congregation. The specific date should 

be announced twelve to six months in advance to allow the local congregation to make mental 

adjustments to the return of former members. Both former members and the local congregation 

should anticipate reconciliation.  

Hosting 

Hosting is an act of receiving or entertaining friends in your church or elsewhere. Hosting 

requires three types of readiness: 

First, mental preparation. The host church needs to be aware of the date for the 

homecoming Sabbath. The members are informed of the contents of the programmer. The 

information includes seating, protocol, modes of greeting, arrival, use of words, and non-verbal 

communication, and principles of conflict resolution. Such information increases the expectation 

of church members and reduces their anxiety. 
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Second, emotional readiness. One month prior to the homecoming, a reconciliation 

service should be convened to provide avenues for members to reconcile with each other. This 

reconciliation service is based on Ephesians 4:31, 32. These verses emphasize the exchange of 

negative emotions for positive emotions. They inspire members to forgive each other. Why? 

Because God has forgiven them. Therefore, forgiveness means extending grace to others. God 

freely gives to us His grace. Forgiveness means freely sharing the grace of God to others. 

Third, physical preparation. This may include seating design, painting, cleaning, 

consideration of aesthetic impact and a prayer room or reconciliation room. It is the 

responsibility of the church board and Sabbath school department to prepare the church for the 

homecoming. It is a time of rejoicing (Luke 15).      

Praying 

Praying is an act of submission to God. It acknowledges our need for divine intervention. 

At an appropriate time, seek for an opportunity to pray for former members. This prayer time is 

more effective after former members have poured out their anger or concerns to you. The former 

members may be more receptive to prayer after you have apologized on behalf of your church. 

After the apology, you ask former members if they would prefer you to pray for them in one of 

two possible places: for instance, in the kitchen or in the dining room, or inside the house or 

outside the house. The places selected are not so important. The freedom to choose between two 

possible alternatives is the critical issue. The choice indicates the readiness of the person to pray. 

Once the place is chosen, move quickly to that place with the person. When you arrive at that 

place of prayer, adopt a posture of prayer. Look into the eyes of the former member and begin to 

kneel. The person follows your non-verbal communication and kneels with you. If the person 
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refuses to kneel, then pray in whatever posture is convenient to that person. The content of the 

prayer should focus on four things: 

1. Confess the sins of your church. 

2. Ask God to forgive your members. 

3. Pray for God’s blessings upon the former member. 

4. Express the hope that the former member will fellowship with you one of these days. 

It is appropriate to pray with a soft tone of voice. Make a deliberate effort not to mention 

misdeeds of the former member in your prayer. Simply pronounce God’s blessings on the person.  

Homecoming Sabbath 

The homecoming Sabbath is an act of celebrating the return of former members to their 

local church to worship. Homecoming Sabbaths for former members have their origin in Luke 

15:1-32. There are many themes in these verses. They include joy, being lost, being found, 

searching, gathering, eating, community, attitudes, love, forgiveness, acceptance and grace. 

These verses convey the love of God for former members. He is always waiting to welcome 

home the ‘lost sheep in Israel’ (Mathew 10:5, 6). He reconciles the ‘lost sheep’ unto Himself and 

His church.  

God invites the church to rejoice with Him because the ‘lost sheep’ have returned to Him. 

The rejoicing includes eating, singing, preaching, testimonies, drama, teaching, welcome, 

reconciliation, forgiveness, crying, and laughter. The love of God is at the center of a 

homecoming Sabbath. The purpose of a homecoming Sabbath is to demonstrate the love of God 

for former members and church members.  
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The theme of the homecoming Sabbath is: ‘O Love that Wilt Not Let Me Go’. It 

communicates the persistence of God’s love for His people. He takes the initiative to urge them 

to turn or return to Him. He is always asking, ‘Where art thou?’ When He finds us, invite the 

church to celebrate with Him. Oh! What relentless love! The goal is to overwhelm the former 

members with the goodness of God to them: the goodness of God that leads both former and 

current members to repentance. Keep the love of God in focus at all times.  

A homecoming Sabbath needs to be authentic. This means the words and actions of 

members need to be congruent. For instance, our smiles, hugs and commendations should be 

genuine. The former members can detect hypocrisy or masking. The homecoming Sabbath is a 

time for transparency, simplicity and authenticity. It is a time to be vulnerable. Members should 

not be afraid to admit their own failures. This is authentic religion.         

Reconciling 

Reconciling means: restoring a broken relationship with a friend or community. God 

takes the initiative to reconcile members unto Himself. He then invites the church to participate 

with Him to reconcile former members unto Himself. He gives to the church a ministry and a 

message to reconcile former members to Him. God initiates the homecoming. He is also the Lord 

of the Sabbath. A homecoming Sabbath is designed to demonstrate God’s love for former 

members and His church.  

Sometimes members may need training on how to reconcile with former members. This 

training should be given to the entire church. This is different from the twenty hours of training 

for the recruits. This is basic training for all active church members. In that way, every member 

has the knowledge, attitudes and skills to restore broken relationships. The training may include 
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listening, acknowledging, empathizing, apologizing, and an understanding of Ephesians 4:31, 32. 

Members should practice how to listen without defending themselves from true or false 

accusations. Members should avoid rehearsing past experiences with former members. Such 

rehearsals retard reconciliation. The goal is reconciliation. The Holy Spirit makes it possible for 

willing hearts to be reconciled.    

Reintegration 

Reintegration means restoring former members into the fellowship and ministries of the 

local church. The process of reintegration takes time. After the homecoming Sabbath, former 

members need to be prepared to reintegrate into fellowship. Members who began the 

reconciliation process should continue to work with former members to prepare them to re-enter 

the ministries of the church. The former members may need different things. These things could 

include indoctrination, rebaptism, training for ministries, placement in ministries and 

reconciliation with church members. The board of each local church should supervise and co-

ordinate the reintegration process. It is the final stage of the reconciliation process.     

Conclusion 

God initiates the ministry of reconciliation. He gives to us an impulse to turn or return to 

Him. He also gives to us the ministry and message of reconciliation. If God chooses to reconcile 

former members unto Himself, who are we to resist His initiative? It is our privilege to 

participate with God in the ministry of reconciliation. He has reconciled us to Himself, and now 

He invites us to participate with Him in the process of reconciling others – including former 

members.   
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This process takes time. We recommend one year for completing the process. Former 

members need time and space to experience emotional and spiritual healing. The process consists 

of sixteen interrelated stages. The stages overlap with each other to create a movement towards 

reconciliation with Christ and His church. I have explained and illustrated those stages in the first 

segment of this document.  

 

Stages Dates Person Responsible Outcomes 

Divine Calling Unknown God Conviction 

IAD Official Launch 12 January, 2019 Sabbath School Director Building Capacity 

Recruiting February/March 2019 Church Board Building Capacity 

Training April 2019 Pastors, SS Directors Empowerment 

Identifying May 2019 
Church Board and 

Sabbath Sch. Council 
Investigating 

Contacting June/July New Recruits Reconciling 

Listening June/July New Recruits Reconciling 

Emptying June/July 2019 New Recruits Reconciling 

Acknowledging June/July 2019 New Recruits Reconciling 

Apologizing June/July 2019 New Recruits Reconciling 

Assuring June/July 2019 New Recruits Reconciling 

Testing June/July 2019 New Recruits Reconciling 

Praying June/July 2019 New Recruits Reconciling 

Anticipating June/July 2019 New Recruits Reconciling 

Hosting July/August 2019 Pastors, Elders, SS Preparation 

Homecoming 7 September, 2019 Local Churches Celebration 

Reconciling 17 September, 2019 Pastors/Elders Healing 

Reintegrating Oct./Nov. 2019 Church Board Stability/Unity 
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The second segment of the document features activities for implementing Operation 

Reclamation and Transformation. These activities include the homecoming Sabbath 

programmers, a timeline, graphs, and the training syllabus. Operation Reclamation and 

Transformation combines theories with practice to design a strategy to reconcile former 

members to Christ and His church.    
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Operation Reconciliation and Discipleship: Timeline 
 

Homecoming Sabbath School Program 
7 September 2019 

Theme: ‘O Love that Wilt Not Let Me Go’ 

 

1. Greetings and Registration 

2. Recorded Instrumental Music 

3. Seating of Former Members 

4. Praise and Worship 

5. Special Welcome from Children 

6. Intercessory Prayer 

7. Special Music by Persons with Special Needs  

8. Special Remarks (The Director of Sabbath School in the Local Church) 

9. Theme Song: ‘I Will Go Where You Want Me to Go’ 

10.  Scripture Reading: Luke 15:22, 23 

11. Giving of Tokens for Former Members 

12. Youth Choral or Instrumental Item  

13. Special Feature: ‘O Love that Wilt Not Let Me Go’  

14. Congregational Song: ‘I Am So Glad I Am Part of the Family of God’  

15. Review of Lesson by an Experienced Sabbath School Teacher  

16. Special Welcome Video from Conference and Union Presidents 

17. Special Tokens of Love from the Children of the Church 

18. Special Song by Male Quartet: ‘Love at Home’ 

19.  An Acrostic of WELCOME HOME 

20. Closing Song: ‘There Is Place for Every Worker in the Vineyard of the Lord’ 
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Homecoming Sabbath Divine Worship  

 

Theme Song: ‘I Will Go Where You Want Me to Go’ 

Call to Worship 

Invocation 

Welcome 

Hymn of Praise: ‘I Love to Tell the Story’ 

Scripture Reading: Luke 15:22, 23 

Special Music by Male Quartet: ‘Redeemed, How I Love to Proclaim It’ 

Children’s Story  

Offering of Gratitude  

Intercessory Prayer 

Special Music by Female Trio: ‘O Perfect Love’  

Sermon: ‘O Love that Wilt Not Let Me Go’  

Closing Song: ‘There’s Sunshine in My Soul Today’ 

Closing Prayer  
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Homecoming Sabbath 

AY Department 

Theme: ‘I Remember When . . .’ 

 

Musical Concert: Features Favorite Songs of the Former Members  

Welcome 

Special Remarks 

Intercessory Prayer 

Video of Happy Memories  

Poetry: ‘I Remember When’  

Singing of Choruses 

Drama of Deuteronomy 8:2-4  

Special Music: ‘We Have This Hope’  

Acrostic of the Word: RECONCILIATION 

Congregational Song: ‘Tis Love that Makes Us Happy’ (Seventh-day Adventist Hymnal, number 579) 

Intercessory Prayer for Healing and Restoration 

Quartet: ‘Wonderful Peace’ 

Tokens of Appreciation to Former Members 

Closing Song: ‘In a Little While We’re Going Home’ (Seventh-day Adventist Hymnal, number 626) 

Closing Remarks 

Closing Prayer 
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Operation Reclamation and Transformation 

Training Syllabus 

ORT 101    Biblical Foundations of a Reconciliation Ministry 

ORT 201  Sources and Methods of Gathering Data of Former Members 

ORT 301  Principles and Methods for Contacting Former Members 

ORT 401  Skills of Effective Listening to Former Members 

ORT 501  Power of Prayer in the Process of Reconciliation 

ORT 601 Skills for Giving an Effective Apology to Former Members 

ORT 701  The Holy Spirit in the Ministry of Reconciliation  

ORT 801  Principles of Conflict Resolution and Reconciliation 

ORT 901 How to Prepare Local Churches for a Ministry of Reconciliation 

ORT 901 Planning, Organizing, Leading and Implementing a Homecoming Sabbath 

ORT 1001 How to Reintegrate Former Members into Their Local Churches 

ORT 1002 Principles and Methods of Field Research on Former Members 
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APPENDIX A: CHURCH GROWTH 
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APPENDIX B: DROPPED CHURCH MEMBERS 
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Members Leaving the Church. In considering the statistics   of the Seventh-day Adventist 

Church, it is also necessary, however, to consider losses. Figure 1 and Figure 2 (pp.5-6) illustrate 

the number of members whose departure from the church has been recorded over the last ten 

years (2007-2017). The graphs in Figure 1 show the actual number leaving for all of   the 

church’s 13 world divisions; Figure 2 charts these figures as percentages of beginning 

membership each year and compares the 13 divisions. Deaths or transfers to local churches in 

other divisions are not included. These figures show members who have left the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church. They do more than only reflect the typical membership ebb and flow; they 

also reflect the rigor and consistency (or lack thereof) in the use of audits to maintain accurate 

records. Figure 2 shows both data for all divisions in the ten-year period and an "close-up" of 

membership losses of below 10% per annum.  The need to chart the  10% + deductions from 

SAD in 2008, 2009 and 2011, ESD in 2011, and WAD in 2013-14, means that the  other 

divisions  losses can be obscured;  the second graph in Figure 2 allows a closer inspection of   the 

extent to which  divisions have deducted  members and thus of   the extent to which they have 

been auditing.  

 

While numbers of losses have fluctuated in each division during that ten-year period, in Figure 1 

we have grouped the divisions into three categories to compare them across broader ranges and 

time of periods. The four divisions listed in the "high activity" category are SAD, IAD, ECD and 

WAD: in each case, the division’s deductions of members from their records have been around 

150,000 church members or more in at least two of the last ten years. In these four divisions, 

church leaders and pastors have taken seriously their responsibility to keep accurate membership 

records, recognizing the crucial role such records play in providing pastoral care to these church 

members.    

 

In the category of "moderate" activity, are six divisions in which membership audits (see below) 

have been carried out to some extent:  SID, SUD, SSD, SPD, ESD, and NAD. Three division, 

NSD, TED and EUD have been listed as divisions with "low activity"  and none of them 

deducted more than 8,000  church members in any of the last ten years: NSD has yet  to carry out 

membership  audits, whereas  EUD and TED have done so, but they have the lowest  

memberships of any divisions and  their audits consequently deduct low numbers from 

membership. 
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