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 Before we begin, I want to make it clear that this paper is not meant to stir up any 
angst among the brothers. This paper is not meant to promote a certain way of doing 
ministry, conducting Bible Information Class (or Adult Information Class, or Bible 101, or Bible 
Basics, or whatever you want to call it!), welcoming new members, or assimilating new 
members into the congregation. I approached this topic with a lot of curiosity, a lot of fear, 
and a lot of my own questions and concerns when it comes to membership in the local 
congregation. As a home missionary, I wrestle with this on a fairly regular basis. I’ve asked 
myself, “What does it mean to be a member of A Mighty Fortress Lutheran Church in Fulshear, 
Texas? Why would someone want to join my church as a ‘member’ instead of simply 
attending worship and Bible study on a regular basis? What does a member receive that a 
prospect or regular attender doesn’t?” 
 These questions seemed to be particular to my setting and my ministry at first, but 
after conducting research for this paper, it became clear to me that I wasn’t the only one 
wrestling with these questions. Even in established congregations, and even with 
experienced pastors, there are always questions when it comes to leading a person through 
the process of becoming a WELS Lutheran. Many of us have the same questions, and many of 
us have some similar answers to these questions. 
 Since this is meant to be more of a research project than an essay, it will be presented 
as such, rather than read from a paper. There will be more benefit, in this author’s mind, of 
seeing the results of what WELS pastors and congregations are doing in regards to BIC and 
membership, rather than bore you to death with stats and analysis. Don’t get me wrong, there 
is a fair amount of data to analyze! But I am by no means an expert when it comes to BIC and 
membership, but perhaps through mutual consideration and discussion, we might be able to 
pinpoint some areas in which WELS pastors and congregations are doing a good job of 
bringing new members into the Church and the local congregation, as well as some areas in 
which we could possibly improve and become more consistent. 
 There were four main focuses for my research into the current practices of WELS 
congregations when it comes to “Becoming a WELS Lutheran:” 

1. What are WELS congregations/pastors currently doing in regards to requirements for 
BIC/membership? 

2. What does becoming a member of the local WELS congregation look like? 
3. Where are some areas in which WELS congregations/pastors are consistent in their 

approach to BIC/membership? 
4. What are some areas in which WELS congregations/pastors could become more 

consistent in BIC/membership? 

 In order to gain insight into these four areas, I conducted an online survey of WELS 
pastors all over our synod. I posted a link to the survey on a Facebook group which includes 
many WELS pastors, and I also sent the link via email to the South Central District Secretary to 
distribute among our brothers in the district, and I sent an email invitation to a few other 
individual pastors who do not have Facebook. The survey responses were kept anonymous, 
even though the last question did ask for some clarifying information on the pastor’s current 
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ministry setting and experience. The purpose of that question was not to determine who the 
pastor was, but to provide some more background information as it pertained to the answers 
given throughout the survey. A pastor with 20 years experience would certainly have a 
different perspective on BIC and membership than a pastor fresh out of the Seminary. A 
pastor at a large congregation in northern Wisconsin would have a different approach to BIC 
and membership than a missionary in the Bible Belt. There were a few exceptions to the 
anonymity rule, but those were “special” cases. 
 Without further ado, we’ll jump right into the survey questions and responses: 

Question 1: How long is your Bible Information Class? 

 As you can see by the chart to the 
right, the answers to this first question were 
all over the board, already pointing to some 
inconsistencies in practice. While over half 
of the respondents indicated they used 10 
or 15 lessons for BIC, the other half 
consisted of 20+ lessons or “Other.” The 
responses to the “Other” category were also 
all over the board, increasing the 
inconsistencies: 

4-10 Lessons: 1 
6 Lessons: 1 
7 Lessons: 2 
11 Lessons: 1 
12 Lessons: 6 
13 Lessons: 2 
14 Lessons: 4 
16 Lessons: 3 
18 Lessons: 4 
19 Lessons: 1 

 Even though these numbers are all over the place, it was interesting to see just how 
different the lengths of BICs are. Is this a bad thing? Not necessarily, but it does point out 
right off the bat that there might be more inconsistencies when it comes to BIC and 
membership in WELS than perhaps initially thought. 
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Question 2: How many BIC lessons do you require before a prospect can become a 
member? 

 As you can see in the chart, the vast 
majority of responses were within the 10-15 
lesson range. This is consistent with the number of 
lessons in the full BIC (Question 1), because nearly 
90% of the respondents indicated they had a BIC 
which contained at least 10 lessons. Now, within 
these responses, the number of lessons required 
for membership as compared to the full BIC 
course were widely varied. In most responses, the 
pastors who required less than 10 lessons for 
membership took the prospect through the full 
BIC, which was 10 or fewer lessons long to begin 
with. In many cases, the 10-15 required lessons were the full BIC. In other cases, the 10-15 
lessons required for membership were only a portion of the full BIC of 20+ lessons. The 18 
responses which indicated that they require more than 15 lessons walked their prospects 
through the full BIC which typically consisted of 20+ lessons. Again, this question illustrates 
that we are not as consistent as we think we are when it comes to membership requirements. 
Some pastors/congregations require many more lessons than others— which could be a 
positive or a negative, depending on your perspective. More on that later! 
 Even though there are a few inconsistencies in the number of lessons required for 
membership, the chart does indicate that we are fairly consistent at the same time. Almost 
70% of responses indicated that 10-15 lessons is a good length for minimum required BIC 
lessons for membership. This will be addressed in the conclusion. 

Question 3: Which lessons/topics do you discuss in BIC before membership? 

 As we started to see a little more consistency in Question 2, this question brought 
even more clarity when it comes to which doctrines are covered in the majority of required 
BIC lessons: 

1. Doctrine of the Trinity (true God) 
2. Person and Work of Christ 
3. Sin/Grace 
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4. The Word 
5. The Sacraments 
6. The Church (visible and invisible) 
7. Faith 
8. Christian Life (prayer, worship, stewardship, evangelism) 

 Certainly, the length of a BIC (question 2) does not ensure doctrinal purity in WELS, 
but this was an opportunity to see where we are certainly more consistent as a church body. I 
won’t bore you with endless statistics here, but these are the answers that came up in nearly 
EVERY SINGLE RESPONSE! And if not explicitly stated in the survey, I’m sure all of these were 
included in every BIC at least to one degree or another. So that begs the question, if we are 
so consistent in covering these topics before a prospect becomes a member, why did the first 
two questions vary so much in their responses? Perhaps the answer to that question lies in the 
particular BIC course the pastor uses. The possibility exists that a particular course can cover 
several doctrines in one lesson, or the pastor chooses to take multiple lessons on one 
doctrine. 

Question 4: Do you require WELS transfers to take BIC? 

 The vast majority of responses to this question was “No.” Some responders chose to 
elaborate a little more, which was appreciated, but some felt no need to explain and kept the 
simple “no” as their answer. This wasn’t surprising. First of all, because of the answers given in 
question #3 (topics covered in BIC). As a church body that takes godly pride in our doctrinal 
unity and clarity, it’s not surprising that we don’t require WELS transfers to take any BIC 
lessons. We certainly trust our educational/pastoral training and our brothers in ministry to 
remain faithful to God’s Word as much as humanly possible.  
 What did surprise me a little bit was a question/response I didn’t see associated with 
this survey question. Not once did a pastor indicate he asks a WELS transfer, “How long has it 
been since you’ve taken a BIC?” Do we simply assume that because they’re WELS, they have a 
solid grasp of the basic doctrines of Scripture? How often do you require your long-time 
members to take a refresher course in BIC? Luther said about the Catechism:  

“But for myself I say this: I am also a doctor and preacher, yea, as learned and 
experienced as all those may be who have such presumption and security; yet I do as 
a child who is being taught the Catechism, and every morning, and whenever I have 
time, I read and say, word for word, the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s 
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Prayer, the Psalms, etc. And I must still read and study daily, and yet I cannot master it 
as I wish, but must remain a child and pupil of the Catechism, and am glad so to 
remain.” (Bente, 81) 

  
 If we as pastors are to follow Luther’s lead and daily go back to the basics of 
Scripture, how can we presume to think that our members need any less? Wouldn’t it 
benefit us all if we were to encourage our members to take a BIC every few years and 
review the basic teachings of Scripture? By doing so, along with Luther, wouldn’t we 
return to those simple teachings often and with great joy? It’s always good to learn 
more and dig deeper into the truths of Scripture, but there is much to be said about 
learning BETTER the BASICS we already know. The basics of God’s love in Christ can 
never be learned too thoroughly. 

Question 5: Besides the ability to take communion, what does membership in 
your congregation include? 

 This question also helped show that we more consistent than we think when it 
comes to membership in a local WELS congregation. Top answers included: 

1. Right to vote (male, 18+) 
2. Ability to serve on council and committees 
3. Ability to participate in service opportunities (choir, worship/music, Sunday 

School, etc) 
4. Personal, spiritual shepherding from pastor 

 Once again, I think this is fairly decent evidence that membership in a local 
WELS congregation does include more than just the ability to take communion based 
on mutual study of the Word. I’m glad to see consistency (for the most part) across the 
answers to this question. However, these four responses were not included in every 
response, although a combination of them appeared in almost every response. 
 My final question would be: Where does the line between prospect and 
member get blurred, and where is there a clear distinction? One respondent 
answered: “Men can vote at congregation meetings. Name recorded in membership 

Page �  of �6 13



list. Other blessings of our church family (encouragement, worship, social events, 
Christian education, etc.) are available to non-member friends of the congregation.” 
So other than voting and having your name on a list, there really are no special 
blessings associated with becoming a member?  Then why would a prospect feel the 1

need to become a true member, when they can receive the most beneficial blessings 
without having that label associated with them? And where do you draw the line? 
 One survey response summed up really well what becoming a member 
includes: 

Membership isn’t so much seen as what the new member gets, but also what 
the new member is now privileged/obligated to support. It is an opportunity to 
bear the cross in more detail. A promise to support the work, to love fellow 
members, to pray for the work, to support the pastor, to participate in the life of 
the congregation. They make a promise before God to do so. Membership 
finally is a fruit of faith. It is an opportunity to put their Christian faith into 
practice while being fed a regular diet of the gospel in Word and Sacrament. 

Question 6: Why would a prospect or regular attender want to join your church 
as a member, compared to another church in town? 

 This is where the “rubber meets the road,” in a manner of speaking. This is 
where pastors had to think about the membership process and what it means to 
become a WELS member. These three responses were by far the top responses 
across the board: 

1. Teaching/preaching of the Word in truth and purity 
2. Warm, welcoming, friendly atmosphere/church family 
3. Personal pastoral care 

All of these are wonderful blessings from the Lord of the Church! We as a synod have 
been blessed with a Lutheran heritage that stands firm on Scripture as the basis for all 
its teachings. We also know that the proper distinction between law and gospel 

 Another notable response: “A Martin Luther tattoo.”1
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naturally creates a loving and welcoming atmosphere, because only the truth and 
beauty of the gospel is able to transform hearts and lives. Once our hearts are filled 
with the love of Christ, it’s natural for us to show that love to others. Certainly other 
churches strive to have a warm and welcoming atmosphere too, but this may seem 
fake and forced a lot of times. These days, people are more sensitive to fakeness, 
especially when it comes to hospitality. True love in Christ will never be seen as fake 
or forced. 
 I think the personal pastoral care is something we should focus on as well. 
That’s a great blessing for our church body that many other churches don’t focus on. 
Perhaps this is the case in many ministry settings, but in my neck of the woods, we 
have a lot of “big name” pastors who have turned into the Untouchables. Unless you 
are part of their inner circle of friends, it’s nearly impossible to get one-on-one time 
with the pastor of a big church, and even worse if he’s at a mega church. People aren’t 
used to pastors being personable to begin with, let alone invested in his members’ 
personal lives of faith. The WELS puts a high calling on its pastors, to be first and 
foremost “shepherds” of God’s people, which means they invest time and energy into 
each member’s spiritual life. He isn’t just a talking head or the guy who gets on stage 
on Sunday mornings and that’s the only contact you have with him. 
 Along with the positive responses came some concerning responses: 

• “I’m not so sure they do.” 
• “Don’t know how to answer this question.” 
• “God-willing, the doctrinal aspects. But there could be a whole host of other 

reasons that are of lesser importance.” 
• “Are you asking us to read their minds, or what we hope is the reason?” 
• “I have trouble answering the question for non-WELS/ELS people.” 

 I chose these quotes because they were a little troubling to me. Maybe they 
won’t be troubling to you, but this shows some inconsistencies when it comes to 
membership in WELS. Do we know what the people in our community are looking for 
when it comes to churches? While each context of ministry is different, the pastor 
needs to be aware of what his church is doing— and also what the other churches in 
his area are doing or not doing— so that he can best serve the needs of his 
community with the gospel. 
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Question 7: What does your assimilation process look like for a new member? 

 This is definitely a big concern for most pastors and congregations. It’s a very 
difficult task! But one that needs our attention, and one that needs to be intentional at 
all costs. Because if membership is the end goal of BIC, where does the new member 
go after that? Are they lost to the wind? Do they fade into the background? How do 
we ensure that spiritual growth continues, without being legalistic? Out of the 80 total 
responses to this question, 35 of them were some form of “no formal process,” or 
“need to improve,” or “in the works.”  2

 I was encouraged to see the number of responses that included getting new 
members connected with current members in some way. There were also a good 
number of pastors/congregations who make use of “new member welcome” services 
or lunches. Many of them were connected with small group Bible studies, or other 
Bible study opportunities.  
 The most encouraging answers I found included some sort of mentorship 
program within the church. Depending on the congregation, it is my opinion that 
some sort of membership partnering/mentorship program could solve many 
assimilation problems in many churches. Even if it only lasts a certain amount of time, 
having this system in place would provide accountability, both for new members and 
current members. This is one way to get intentional about assimilation, while keeping 
members involved in the spiritual growth of other members. This takes some of the 
pressure off the pastor to be constantly involved in every members’ life. This allows 
the body of Christ to take care of the body. 
 But this process needs to be intentional, and not just a hope. Even if there is no 
formal process for assimilation, there needs to be some steps involved to keep new 
members connected not only with the Means of Grace, but also their new spiritual 
family. The end goal of the assimilation process was summed up beautifully by one 
respondent: 

 One notable quote: “Woefully lacking.”2
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It’s connecting people. We have many small groups, not Bible study groups but 
groups split up by demographic and common interests. If people can build 
relationships with one another, the assimilation process becomes much simpler. 

Question 8: How do you approach membership with prospects from a different 
church background? 

 Once again, this was another encouraging insight into our membership 
practices. With few exceptions (only because they weren’t explicitly stated), the 
approach of WELS pastors to prospects from different church backgrounds is very 
consistent. If they come from an LCMS background, the consistent practice is to 
simply address the doctrinal differences between the two church bodies. This may 
take several meetings, depending on where the person is with their theology. But 
typically this can be handled in one or two visits with the pastor. 
 All other denominations, including ELCA, are required to take BIC. As we will 
see in the next question, there are varying ways to do this. Certain areas of the 
country struggle more with certain doctrines or practices, and require the pastor to 
tailor his BIC to address these issues in greater detail. The same applies to different 
church backgrounds. Some church bodies struggle with certain doctrines more than 
others, but that doesn’t mean we pick and choose which ones to cover with a certain 
prospect. Let God do his work through the Word, and time spent in the Word is never 
wasted time! 
 I think this quote is worth noting: 

I am sure to emphasize (without necessarily using the exact terms of visible and 
invisible church) that their salvation does not depend on explicit membership in 
our church. It’s not a prerequisite for their salvation. And it’s not a matter of “my 
church is better than yours.” Christ and faith in him is the way to salvation. That’s 
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what matters… I intend for their desire for membership to be more “organic” 
than an approach of, “Please join our church because it’s a good thing to do!”  3

Now here comes the big one: 

Question 9: Do you think WELS would benefit from a more consistent approach 
to BIC and congregational membership? 

 Man, if you ever want to get WELS pastors riled up, ask them a question that 
sounds like it’s being legalistic! (Which happened to be the subject of one of our last 
conferences, correct?) This question wasn’t meant to be legalistic at all, but as we’ve 
seen from the various responses to the questions so far, they’ve all been leading up to 
this point. This is the main purpose of this research paper/project: to see how 
consistent we already are as a church body when it comes to BIC/membership, and to 
examine areas in which we could become more consistent in our practice. 
 I won’t bore you with statistics here either, but it’s safe to say that this was pretty 
much split right down the middle. It was very rare, however, to read a response that 
was 100% either way.  If a pastor said, “Yes,” he normally had a qualifier along the 
lines of, “Provided there is room for flexibility.” When a pastor said, “No,” he usually 
saw the benefit to having a more consistent approach to lessons covered in BIC, so 
that we can be a little more certain of what a WELS transfer has or has not covered 

 I had lunch with a man named Randy Stacy last week, who is a mover and shaker in Fulshear. He’s 3

lived there for 25 years, and in the Houston area for most of his life. He was raised Baptist, but even his 
mother told him, “Heaven isn’t going to be filled with only Baptists.” We’ve been accused of the same 
thing, haven’t we? The mentality that only WELS members will be in heaven? I pray that’s not the case 
in your congregation! I think that as pastors, we would hope that membership in our congregation is 
certainly “organic” in the sense that once people come into contact with the beautiful message of the 
true gospel, of free and full forgiveness in Christ, that gospel motivates them to become members of 
our church, no matter how many lessons of BIC it requires.
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already. Most responses contained a mixture of both answers and landed somewhere 
in the middle.  4

 Many of the objections were related to flexibility for different ministry contexts. 
And that’s completely understandable! No two ministries are exactly the same, so it 
would be difficult to regulate a “one size fits all” BIC. Other responses brought up the 
fact that we trust our brothers in ministry to remain faithful to God’s Word and will 
instruct all their prospects and members with the law and gospel. I would pray that’s 
the case! But even with scriptural preaching and teaching, can we always assume that 
everyone is absorbing everything? Of course not. So why not strive for a more 
consistent approach to which doctrines are covered before membership? If you think 
back to question 3, you can see that we are already fairly consistent in which doctrines 
are covered in BIC prior to membership, which is a great blessing! 

Conclusion? 

 The question mark is meant to show that this isn’t so much a conclusion, but 
rather a summary of what the various responses told me. As I stated in the 
introduction, this project wasn’t meant to “promote a certain way of doing ministry, 
conducting Bible Information Class, welcoming new members, or assimilating new 
members into the congregation.” This was meant to give us a snapshot of current 
practices in WELS, and look for areas in which we could improve. 
 To summarize answers given in response to various questions throughout the 
survey, it appears that it would be beneficial for WELS pastors and congregations if 
there were a more consistent approach to BIC and membership. Don’t make this a 
legalistic thing, but at least come up with a set of doctrines that need to be included 
in a BIC before membership is granted. This should be fairly simple to do, 
considering that we all seem to be in agreement that at least 8 doctrines should be 
covered before membership is granted.  This could even begin at the Seminary and 5

 A sampling of responses: 4

✦ “If it means a boxed curriculum, then no… However, yes to the degree that fundamental doctrines 
need to be taught prior to membership.” 

✦ “Yes. Not necessarily a mandate, but more uniform guidelines so that we have more uniformity in 
practice.” 

✦ “Consistency is always good, providing there is flexibility.”

 See question 3.5
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could be covered in more detail during adult education classes senior year.  6

Obviously this wouldn’t happen overnight, but hopefully you’ve already seen that we 
are fairly consistent in the lessons we cover before membership, so why not provide a 
little more clarity on what membership includes and what is necessary before 
membership? According to these survey answers, a good starting point would be 
around 10-12 lessons, covering the main doctrines of the true God, the person and 
work of Jesus Christ, sin and grace, the sacraments, the Word, the Church, faith, and 
several topics on the Christian life (prayer, worship, stewardship, evangelism). 
 Another point that would be beneficial to cover would be clear expectations of 
membership. Whether that’s something that can be accomplished on the synod level 
or at the Seminary, this may be a topic for each pastor and congregation to wrestle 
with in their own unique ministry settings. If this is something we need to think about 
and spend a little time focusing on, it wouldn’t be a waste of time! Even from this 
small sampling of survey responses, it’s clear that membership in a local WELS 
congregation needs to be explained and examined. 
 There also needs to be an intentional assimilation process in place. Whether 
this is a written process that takes several steps, or whether it involves small groups or 
a mentoring/partnering program, each congregation needs to come up with a way to 
keep new members connected not only to the means of grace (which is most easily 
accomplished in the Sunday morning service), but also to their new spiritual family. 
When it comes down to it, connecting people to God’s Word and to one another is 
what we are here to do.  
 If we take our doctrine seriously and strive for consistency in WELS 
congregations regardless of unique ministry settings because the Word of God works 
no matter where it’s planted (Isaiah 55:10-11), is there anything wrong with seeking a 
little more consistency in membership practices as well?

 Some notable quotes: 6

✦ “The authority to grant or release from membership resides with the congregation, not with WELS. 
That being said, seminary students ought to be trained regarding wise principles of membership.” 

✦ “I think it would be great if at Seminary we would work through a standard BIC course and if NPH 
would produce one and we’d all use it (with our own variations).” 

✦ “Depends on what you mean by ‘consistent.’ If it means every congregation in every setting MUST do 
the exact same thing then no. Each congregation’s mission field influences the approach taken with 
welcoming/receiving new members. If by consistent you mean that all congregations would strive for 
more than just the bare minimum, then yes.”
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