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INTRODUCTION

F
or the past 25 years, our programming phi-
losophy at Willow Creek Community
Church was based on the belief that in

order to minister optimally to both seekers and
believers, this would be accomplished best within
the confines of two distinct services. We found
that seekers had a need to hear and receive the
gospel message in an atmosphere of anonymity.
Believers, on the other hand, needed to regularly
participate in worship as a body and to receive
biblical teaching that enabled them to more fully
live their lives as believers.

In honoring the needs of both groups, Willow
Creek chose to minister to each group through
separate services. The midweek New Community
services are designed for the believer. The seeker
services, designed to reach people seeking to
know God, are held on the weekends. We found
that this is when seekers are most likely to visit a
church.

While this was the thinking that propelled
Willow Creek’s then-unique approach for the
past quarter century, we believe that changing
times and a changing culture sometimes require
new thinking. In the latter part of 1999, we
began to re-evaluate our seeker services. In com-
municating with our seeker friends and neigh-
bors, we were becoming increasingly convinced
that the anonymity/non-participatory factor that
was once so appealing to those who were seeking
Christ at Willow Creek is not the optimal
approach for our current seekers.

Our launch of “The Seven,” a new, more interac-
tive service at the Saturday 7:00 p.m. time slot,
confirmed some of our suspicions. People were
more open to experiencing worship. They
weren’t thrown off guard by a call for spiritual
direction from the pulpit. There was a growing
openness toward participation — toward singing,
prayer, and guided reflection times. They were
open to experiencing this thing called
Christianity. 
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As a result (as of this writing), we are attempting
to redefine what a seeker service looks and feels
like at Willow Creek. The information below is
our best attempt at describing our seeker services
in light of our 25 year history while reflecting
some of the current thinking that will likely alter
the trajectory of our services in the near future.

MINISTRY DESCRIPTION

The purpose of the seeker service is to communi-
cate biblical truth in a way that prepares and per-
suades seekers to receive the message of the
gospel. However, this culturally-sensitive
approach must be anchored and controlled with
integrity. The truth of the gospel is communicat-
ed without diluting its content or using methods
that do not honor God’s truth.

The seeker service is a tool that Willow Creek
provides for believers to use as they reach out to
their seeking friends. In addition, seeker services
have proven to be significant spiritual experi-
ences for believers, even when they come without
a seeking friend. We like to say that seeker serv-
ices must also thrill believers!

Because “seekers” encompass a wide range of
individuals, Willow Creek leaders recognized
early on that in order to focus their energies, they
needed to define who it was they were trying to
reach. Gender, age, education, economic status,
geography, and other variables were all taken
into consideration as they developed their target
audience. What emerged was a profile of the per-
son that the services would be designed to reach.

Willow Creek decided to target the professional,
college-educated male between the ages of 30
and 55. Dubbed “Unchurched Harry,” he is con-
sidered difficult to reach with the gospel message
and tough in his demands upon the church.
History has demonstrated that if this individual
is reached, then women and families are reached
as well. As stated previously, the natural effects
of change may have changed this demographic
through time, and we are presently in the process

of re-evaluating and redefining it.

At Willow Creek, the process of creating a seeker
service begins at least four weeks in advance,
when the pastor provides information about the
message to the programming director. A produc-
er for that service is assigned to lead the brain-
storming process.

This process begins with a meeting of the week-
end planning team. This team consists of the
weekend director, the producer, a person from
the church’s music and vocal staff, drama min-
istry staff, the programming director, and a few
other creative contributors. 

During this meeting, vocal selections and musical
arrangements are selected. We also decide
whether to create video, multimedia, or dance
elements. Afterwards, vocal and musical
rehearsals commence. One week before its per-
formance, the script is given to the drama team.
The Tuesday before the service, the weekend
team hears a draft of the drama script and puts
the final stamp of approval on the script.

On the Friday before the weekend services, a
final production meeting is held. At Willow
Creek, the producer of the service, technical
director and various representatives from the
technical teams, music director, vocal director,
and the drama director attend this meeting.
Finally, on the Saturday of each weekend seeker
service, the first technical rehearsal is held with
the instrumentalists and vocal team, along with
lighting, video, drama, sound, and staging peo-
ple.

The 65- 70-minute seeker service is divided
roughly in half. The programming team is
responsible for the first half, while the pastor
prepares a message for the final half. The goal is
to build a cohesive, thematic experience that
leads people into experiencing God and His
Word. Occasionally, the pastor’s message is given
in sections with artistic elements woven through-
out.
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To fulfill its mission, the programming team uses
a variety of artistic disciplines. These include
drama, music, video, personal testimonies, occa-
sional dance, and the technical skills of produc-
tion, including lighting and sound. Although the
order of service during the first half varies from
week to week, the basic parts are similar each
week, and they are relevant to the sermon mes-
sage.

Musical selections are performed by the vocal
team, orchestra, or band. In the past, the congre-
gation was usually invited to participate in one
chorus at the beginning of the service. In our
newest approach, however, several songs are
played and seekers are invited to participate if
they feel comfortable doing so. This gives them a
chance to see other Christians experiencing God
and worshiping Him.

Many weekend services include a sketch per-
formed by the drama team. The intent of using
this drama is not to provide answers and a tidy
resolution of issues, but rather to introduce a
topic, and to provide a point of identification for
the audience. These humorous or dramatic
sketches always deal sensitively with current
issues and are thematically relevant to the sched-
uled message.

Most often, a member of the ministry staff is
assigned a segment of the program listed as
“Scripture” or “Comments” in the written pro-
gram. The segment consists of things such as
scripture reading, personal application, guided
reflection and prayer, or a combination of these.
Often, this is the point in the service when a bib-
lical perspective on the program’s theme is intro-
duced. Often, a personal story or current event is
related, followed by a short quote from the Bible
and some brief comments that underscore the
point being made, while demonstrating that
Scripture is relevant to contemporary society.

Prior to collecting an offering from the congrega-
tion at a seeker service, the speaker explicitly
states that seekers are guests, and as guests, they

are not expected to participate in this part of the
service. This disclaimer is designed to put seekers
at ease and to reinforce the fact that they are val-
ued at Willow Creek apart from any financial
contribution they might offer. The offering is for
“those who call Willow Creek home and who have
benefited from its ministry.” (We are, however,
considering moving the offering to the end of the
service.)

What follows is the sermon message — the point
to which every other part of the service leads.
Messages are most often topical, bringing a bibli-
cal perspective to bear on whatever relevant,
human issue the service has raised. The messages
also clearly introduce Christianity to seekers and
minister to growing believers.

Services end with a “process and apply” time. We
are increasingly finding that it’s effective to use
this time to encourage people to take a step
toward God. During the period of time it takes a
seeker to make a decision for Christ, he or she is
encouraged to consider the claims of Christ, to
investigate them with Christian friends, and to
participate in other activities and classes
designed to assist them in their search. 

We believe that if a seeker spends time listening
to God’s Word, interacting with God’s people,
and observing God’s work, the Holy Spirit will
use these avenues as He convinces that person of
his or her own need for a personal relationship
with Jesus Christ. Members of the church body
are then available to guide new believers as they
begin their walk with God.

TRANSFERABLE PRINCIPLES

1. Remember that lost people, or “seekers,” mat-
ter to God. God has commanded all who have
repented and received Christ to evangelize the
world.

When it comes to church services, we believe that
seekers can be optimally reached in a type of
service geared primarily to them. The type of
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service that has been developed here to serve this
purpose is the weekend “seeker service.” It is
worth mentioning, however, that this service is
also meant to deeply encourage believers. When
believers are challenged and mature in their own
walk with Christ, they are most likely to invite a
non-believing friend to attend a service.

2. When planning seeker services, listen to God’s
Spirit and trust Him to lead with ideas for each
unique church. At the heart of the matter, be
committed to presenting God’s word with integri-
ty, not diluting its content, and presenting it in
ways that honor God.

3. Determine your target audience. This will clar-
ify the focus of your efforts.

4. Most spiritual decisions are the result of a
process. Therefore, plan and conduct seeker serv-
ices which are process-oriented, in which you
cooperate with the Holy Spirit’s process of draw-
ing seekers to Christ. Be bold with the truth of
the gospel, but give seekers permission to arrive
at their own conclusions.

5. Respect and even publicly legitimize the spiri-
tual journey of the seeker. However, most seekers
do not want to be publicly identified at a church
service. Therefore, fully respect their desire for
anonymity in public.

6. Since seekers can detect inauthenticity, and as
a result will not return to the uninteresting or the
irrelevant, communicate biblical truth naturally
and authentically, both visually and verbally.
Furthermore, strive to demonstrate the relevance
between Christianity and the seeker’s daily life,
doing so in creative, culturally-sensitive ways.

7. Since seekers look for anything that will dis-
credit the church, strive for excellence in every-
thing, especially in those things that communi-
cate the very character and nature of God.

8. Constantly evaluate what you are doing with
the seeker services to determine where improve-

ments can be made. Regular meetings should be
held by the seeker service ministry team to evalu-
ate every aspect of the service, including content,
execution, transitions, and order. Determine
where constructive and specific improvements
can be made. Individuals who understand the
team’s vision for the seeker service should be
called upon to assist in evaluation.

9. Create a sense of community among team
members, taking time to “be the church” to one
another.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

1. How do you know if the seeker services are
effective?

By instinct (for example, if a drama is supposed
to be funny and nobody laughs). We also main-
tain relationships with seekers and new believers
who attend the services. These people are really
aware of the audience we are trying to reach and
receive feedback from them. We also occasionally
use non-threatening surveys or focus groups to
glean information from our attenders.

Ultimately, we look at the numbers of new believ-
ers who participate in the believer’s Baptism
services held twice a year at Willow Creek; these
believers each write their testimonies before they
go through Baptism. We also look at the number
of people participating in seeker small groups at
the church.

2. Are people more receptive to drama being used
in the church these days than they used to be?

Yes, more so than when we first started. There
was more criticism in the beginning than there is
now. We can also see the growing receptivity
from the number of drama sketches being used
in other churches.
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INTRODUCTION 

I
n 1 Peter 2:9, Peter reminds us of our calling:
“You are a chosen priesthood, a holy nation,
a people for God’s own possession that you

may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has
called you out of darkness into His marvelous
light.” Peter reminds us that as believers, we are
to be people who proclaim God’s greatness and
who live in awe of what He has done. In short,
Peter reminds us that we are called to live lives
of worship!

Willow Creek has become best known for its
emphasis on evangelism, and indeed, our week-
end services are devoted to providing a place
where unchurched seekers can investigate the
claims of Christ. But we are equally committed to
being a church that is filled with worshipers. Our
goal is that every believer who calls this church
his or her home would live lives that reflect
hearts filled with private worship and that they
would regularly be involved in times of corporate

worship and teaching together. With this in
mind, our Wednesday and Thursday New
Community services are devoted to worship,
teaching, and to growing together in community.

MINISTRY DESCRIPTION 

Acts 2:42 tells us that the early believers devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to fellow-
ship, to the breaking of bread, and to prayer, and
that everyone was continually feeling a sense of
awe. And that is the purpose of our New
Community services. We meet together to devel-
op lives that are filled with worship, with the
understanding that that includes times of teach-
ing and learning, times of fellowship and celebra-
tion, times to observe sacraments like
Communion and baptism, times of prayer and
confession, and extended times of praising God
through music and song.


