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For the guests coming to your church this weekend.
They’re about to feel loved like never before.
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Foreword

I recently read a letter from a woman who had been so persistent in 
inviting her children to attend our church that her husband asked 
her to stop pressuring them to come. They were adults who had 
developed a strong distaste for church and for Christians. When she 
finally leveraged all of her influence to get them to attend with her 
for Christmas, it was under the stipulation that she would have to 
sit through lunch afterward and listen to their thoughts on faith.

In her letter, she described in great detail their experience at 
one of our campuses. She remembered names, hand gestures, and 
even the facial expressions of our guest services volunteers and the 
people onstage. She noticed all those things because she was extra 
sensitive to the experience. It wasn’t just her perspective that mat-
tered this time; she was seeing the service through the eyes of her 
family. After the service, the verdict came in. The experience was 
excellent. One of her children even commented that the “customer 
service” was better than at the Hyatt.

The end result was a completely different conversation at lunch. 
Instead of a religious debate, they discussed the excellence they had 
just experienced. They felt like the experience had been tailored 
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Foreword

to them. One of her children—known to be a cynic, debater, and 
atheist—described what he experienced at church that day as a 
“10”!

When I was asked to write the foreword for this book, I thought 
about that letter. What this woman experienced isn’t uncommon 
for those who attend a North Point Ministries church. Her children 
had felt pressure from their mom because of their differing views 
toward church and Christians. But instead of the experience adding 
to that pressure, it actually alleviated it. It began to change their 
feelings about church and maybe even God. That’s the “come back 
effect.” Guests want to come back because of what they experience 
during their first visit. How to make that happen is what Jason 
and Jonathan share in this book.

I have the privilege of working personally with Jason as he fo-
cuses on instilling the come back effect in our guest services staff 
and volunteers. He gets it. He feels what our guests feel, and he 
brings that awareness to our weekend experiences. I’ve also seen 
how he invests in our volunteers. How he cares for them affects 
how they care for our guests.

Jason and Jonathan both see that what can become routine 
for us is extremely personal to our guests. There’s no “typical 
Sunday,” because each Sunday is important to the people who are 
visiting that week.

We’ve seen these principles at work throughout North Point 
Ministries. They don’t just impact one team; they impact the entire 
organization. As Jason has tested these principles and shared his 
expertise with our other guest services directors, his ideas have 
become further refined at all our campuses.

I recommend you take this opportunity to get a glimpse into 
the “why” behind The Come Back Effect. This book isn’t just a 
series of nice ideas. We’ve seen firsthand how the principles within 
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open the hearts of our guests to Jesus and transform their lives. 
And that’s why we do this, right?

Andy Stanley  
Author, communicator, and founder  

of North Point Ministries
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Authors’ Note

We come from pretty different organizational backgrounds but 
share a similar passion. Jason works at North Point Ministries as 
well as with some of the largest churches and businesses helping 
them achieve this thing called “the come back effect.” Meanwhile, 
Jonathan works with smaller to medium-sized ministries doing 
the same.

When we first started brainstorming this project, it was a blast 
to see how the principles we planned to cover worked in almost any 
environment—whether small or large, and even ministry or for-
profit. We believe the ten big ideas in this book will help you create 
an environment where guests will feel compelled to come back.

 1. Focus on Feeling as Much as Function

 2. Create a Culture, Not a Job Title

 3. Know the Guest

 4. Be Fully Present

 5. Think Scene by Scene

 6. Recover Quickly
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Authors’ Note

 7. Observe Details, Because Everything Communicates

 8. Reject “Just Okay”

 9. Choose Values over Policies

 10. Reach for Significance

When we talk about a “guest,” we’re primarily referring to a 
first-time visitor to your church. But the way you treat the “guest” 
shouldn’t be that much different depending on whether it’s their 
first or fiftieth time. These principles can be applied to first-timers, 
volunteers, or even lifelong members of your organization. Whether 
they attend your church, shop with your business, or attend your 
small group, applying these principles to the way you deal with 
guests can give you the come back effect.

Throughout the book we’ll share personal stories to help il-
lustrate the principles. To keep things clear, we’ll make sure you 
know whose story is whose. But regardless of which stories belong 
to which person, we hope you’ll start seeing your own ministry 
(or even business) environment in the narrative. Your organization 
can become the type that’s magnetic—reaching new guests and 
creating that sticking point where they ultimately return and find 
their home.
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1
Focus on Feeling as Much as Function

JASON

There’s only one thing I regret about my wedding. It was the wed-
ding reception.

I got married in my hometown. My wife, Stacy, is from Okla-
homa City. So obviously, we hosted many more of my friends and 
family at the wedding than hers. And because of that, I was so 
focused on serving everybody at the reception that I left my wife 
standing there by herself. I was worried about greeting and hosting 
everyone, and I neglected to enjoy time with her. I let my service 
overwhelm what the whole event was all about. To this day, that’s 
the one thing Stacy says she wishes I’d done differently—simply 
been “with her” at the reception.

I was so focused on the task in front of me that I didn’t focus 
on the person.
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In many ministries, the guest experiences what Stacy experi-
enced. The service was excellent; not a single task was left in-
complete. But the guest feels neglected. They feel served, but they 
don’t feel hospitality.

Churches love to talk about serving. It’s a huge idea that Jesus 
epitomized. It encapsulates the concepts of humility, compassion, 
and going the extra mile. Serving is so action oriented. When you 
hear “serving,” it’s all about doing something.

Unfortunately, churches have used the term so much that we 
never really hear about hospitality. We don’t ever talk about the 
feeling. Serving is about doing more and completing tasks. But 
what happens when serving actually hurts someone’s experience?

The quintessential story of Jesus’s servant heart was when he 
washed his disciples’ feet. We love to tell that story because that’s 
service at its finest. But we don’t really think about the cultural con-
text or what it really meant to the disciples. Foot washing was either 
something intimate between a husband and wife, or it was something 
reserved for the lowest servants to do for their masters. It wasn’t a 
normal thing you would see your authority figure doing for you.

Imagine a church that instituted foot washing in their services 
for first-time guests. The service element would be strong! People 
would talk about that church! But every single guest who visited 
the church would feel uncomfortable. How awkward would it be 
to visit a place for the first time and have a complete stranger wash 
your feet—bunions, fungus, and all? The church would be serving 
their guests, but they wouldn’t be hospitable about it.

No matter how over-the-top your service, if it doesn’t connect 
with the emotions of the guest, it isn’t hospitality. Hospitality is 
about the feeling.
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This can be an uncomfortable concept for many modern 
churches. Aren’t feelings bad? Don’t they lie? Yes, they do lie. 
That’s the point. A business, for instance, wants a product that 
the customer will love. However, even if the product is perfect, the 
experience of the store, or the shipping, or the ordering process 
can all ruin the product—even though they have very little to do 
with the actual product. Thus, great customer service for a business 
removes negative emotions from the periphery of their product.

As a church, though, we want to remove the negative emo-
tions that might get in the way of ministry. We aren’t trying to 
manipulate some happy feeling in the hopes someone will come 
back to our ministry. We’re trying to care enough for our guests 
to replace their negative emotions so real ministry can happen. 
That’s when you start seeing the come back effect—when you 
care enough about your guests to create an atmosphere where real 
ministry can take place.

JASON

There’s a man who works at the Walmart by my house. He per-
fectly illustrates this idea of service without hospitality. The first 
time my wife and I encountered him, I had a simple question 
about the location of an item in the frozen foods section. He 
cheerily offered to escort me to the item. But once we found it, 
he didn’t leave. He stood a bit too close to me and started talk-
ing to me about completely unrelated topics. His gestures while 
talking to me felt like an octopus wriggling into my personal 
space. He didn’t simply solve our problem then ask, “Is there 
anything else?” He overstayed his welcome in an attempt to be 
over-the-top friendly.

I remember telling my wife as we walked away, “That dude takes 
his job for real. And I don’t mean that in a good way.”
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Now when we visit that Walmart, we don’t ask this guy for 

help, because he goes so above and beyond that it actually ruins 

the experience.

Hospitality is about caring for the emotions of the guest just 

as much as it is about serving them, if not even more. That means 

knowing when it’s time to go above and beyond the call of duty 

or when it’s time to walk away. Hospitality is about merging the 

function—the tasks—and the feeling.

Every time a guest experiences us, we should honor them enough 

to deliver the same level of hospitality in every experience. But that 

same level of hospitality might mean responding differently each 

time, because the experience is about the guest. It’s not about mak-

ing ourselves feel good about the service we provided. It’s making 

the guest feel good about the hospitality we showed.

Many ministries have been “doing” this serving thing for so 

long that all they worry about is “doing.” We need to reimagine 

what it means to be the guest and what it means to add feeling 

back into it. This means prioritizing the feelings of the guest over 

the tasks we perform for them.

There’s a story in Luke 10 where Jesus visits the house of a woman 

named Martha. She invited Jesus into her home and, being the good 

hostess, was busy preparing a dinner in the kitchen. Meanwhile, her 

sister, Mary, was simply sitting with Jesus and conversing with him.

Martha complained to Jesus about this. “Can you tell my lazy 

sister to help me prepare the meal instead of lounging out here 

with you?”

She expected Jesus to have her back and instruct Mary to help 

with the tasks. But he reminded Martha of the value of being with 
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someone. Martha was so busy serving Jesus that she neglected 
to be with Jesus. How many of our team members are so busy 
serving our guests that they neglect to simply be with our guests? 
Imagine if Martha had spent more time with Jesus. Imagine if she 
had merged the function and the feeling of what she was doing. 
She might have brought the bowls and ingredients into the room 
where Jesus was sitting. She might have even explained what she 
was doing, bringing the relationship into the function.

How does this play out in our ministries?
Parking attendants can get so busy simply parking cars that they 

forget there’s a real person behind that driver’s-side window or a 
family experiencing their own stresses. When parking cars becomes a 
service, you might see the attendant talking to a friend while gesturing 
to the nearest open spot. Or the attendant might look a bit uncom-
fortable in the heat of the summer day. You can tell it’s more about 
the function than about hospitality for the parking lot attendant.

Hospitality looks different. It acknowledges feelings. As a per-
son looks for a parking spot, they are experiencing feelings. They 
might be feeling anxious, confused, or overwhelmed in this new 
place. A parking lot attendant who gets what the guest is feeling 
will make subtle changes to his approach. He’ll still park the cars, 
but he might make the following changes:

• His gestures will be slower.

• He’ll be more patient when people don’t quickly make it to 
the spot he’s guiding them to.

• He won’t be as sharp.

• He’ll make eye contact with the driver.

• He’ll notice the children in the back seat and wave at them 
with a smile.
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• His facial expressions will be gentle and warm.

• He’ll notice the tire pressure is low and offer to fill the tire 
or change it for the guest during the service.

He’ll realize that the feeling he can give the guest is even more 
important than the task he’s performing. He realizes that people 
respond to feeling and that feeling is memorable. His job is not 
to park cars; it’s to show hospitality to the guest through the act 
of parking cars. To be honest, the guest could probably find their 
own parking spot. But if the parking lot attendant is able to ease 
the stress the driver is feeling, then he performed a valuable func-
tion. He (or she) delivered hospitality.

Think of a time you visited a new church or a business. You 
probably had an impression of the place, and you formed a deci-
sion to stay away from the place or visit again. There are times 
we can pinpoint why we like a church or a business. But there are 
other times we aren’t sure why we liked or disliked a place. It’s 
just something we felt.

There will be people who will return to your church and won’t 
know why. They simply felt good there. And there will be others 
who won’t be coming back. They can’t explain to someone who 
asks why they decided not to return; it was just a feeling.

Feelings are important—often even more important than the 
function. That’s why we must merge the two.

The question to ask when faced with this information is obvious: 
Do we simply let the tasks go in exchange for the feeling? No. This 
idea of merging function and feeling is about a perspective shift 
more than anything. It’s not strictly a behavioral change, though 
this will affect your behavior. It’s about focusing on the feeling of 
the task—not simply the task itself.

_YoungMalm_ComeBackEffect_JE_wo.indd   22 4/24/18   3:28 PM

Jason Young and Jonathan Malm, The Come Back Effect
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



Focus on Feeling as Much as Function

23

JONATHAN

There’s a coffee shop I visit frequently. I’m a bit of a regular there; 
they always make my coffee right. I respect that they do their job 
well. But one of the things that made this particular coffee shop 
my favorite was one simple thing. At some point, each of the 
baristas moved beyond merely making my coffee to becoming my 
friend. They began asking my name and asking about my job. In 
the moment they ask details about me, it feels like they’re stepping 
outside of their role and making a personal connection with me. 
It’s that feeling they’ve injected into my visit.

Don’t get me wrong; if they continually messed up my drink 
order, it wouldn’t matter how personal our connection. I prob-
ably wouldn’t keep coming back. The function has to be there. 
But the merging of the feeling and the function makes the coffee 
shop excellent.

When the emotion is there, it doesn’t feel like someone’s doing 
their job. It’s like they’re your friend. It feels like they’re rooting 
for you and that doing their job is a way to support you—not just 
a means to perform a task.

Connecting with the Existing Feeling

Empathy is one of the most important elements of hospitality—
understanding and acknowledging what the guest is feeling. A 
typical guest experiences many feelings during a visit to a church 
or business, and many of them are not good. Understanding those 
feelings is vital to a successful guest experience. But understanding 
is not enough. Excellence in hospitality means replacing those 
existing negative feelings.
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A guest who is visiting a church may already be feeling anxious, 
nervous, confused, agitated . . . Maybe the traffic was bad. Maybe 
they feel overwhelmed by the large size of the building. Maybe 
they feel like all eyes are on them because of the small size of the 
building. Maybe they’ve had a bad experience in the past with 
church—so they’re already coming out fighting.

If we remember those possibilities, what we deliver has the op-
portunity to replace that emotion. We could replace a bad emotion 
with a positive emotion.

Imagine a first-time guest who arrives to the service a little bit 
late. Now, an usher’s default task is to fill the auditorium seats 
from the front to the back. It looks good on camera and makes 
the pastor feel good about the room. So the usher spots the first-
timer and ushers them all the way to the front row and seats them 
(because all the regulars sat in the back instead of pushing their 
way to the front).

How do you think the first-time guest feels? They could probably 
die of embarrassment! People are staring at them. They feel stupid 
that they’re late. And nobody understands they’re late because 
their young child threw up on them that morning right before 
getting into the car.

Because the usher didn’t connect with the current emotion the 
guest was experiencing, he further compounded the bad feeling 
the guest had. He missed out on the opportunity to replace it with 
a positive emotion.

What if, instead, the usher approached it a different way? He 
could ask, “Would you like to sit in the front or the back? I have 
an amazing spot up front if you want, or I could get you a prime 
seat in the back.” Because the usher is on top of his function, he’s 
identified all the empty seats. But because the usher has connected 
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with what the guest might be feeling, he’s taken their preference 
into account. Then, if possible, he gets them to their preferred seat. 
That acknowledges the emotion of the first-time guest.

Then, if the usher wanted to replace that emotion the guest was 
experiencing, he would take it a step further. He’d usher them to 
their seat in a relaxed manner—matching the pace of the guest—
and introduce the first-time guest to the individual they’d be sit-
ting by. Even if no names were exchanged, a simple “enjoy the 
service” to both of them would help break the tension the guest 
and the person they’re sitting by might be feeling. It would be like 
a seal of approval on this guest that they shouldn’t be embarrassed 
for arriving late—a nonverbal welcome: “We value the fact that 
you took time out of your day to be with us. We’re honored you  
are here.”

The original emotion was embarrassment and urgency. The 
replacement emotion was dignity and peace. You can bet the guest 
would remember that feeling when they thought back on whether 
they wanted to visit the church for a second time.

The role of hospitality is to protect how the guest feels and to 
give them the best possible experience.

Becoming a Broker

We’re all familiar with the idea of a bodyguard. In fact, you’ve prob-
ably seen a dramatic scene in a movie where a gunshot rings out. 
The film speed slows down as the brave bodyguard hurls himself 
in front of the person he’s protecting. His body inches in front of 
the bullet, which then makes its impact. The film speeds up, chaos 
ensues, and you see the relief on the protected person’s face. The 
bodyguard saved their life by taking the bullet. The brave protector 
considered the life of their client more important than their own.
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While it’s not going to be quite so dramatic, that’s essentially 
the role our teams should take for their guest. They are a shield—
a bodyguard for the guest. They broker bad experiences so the 
guest doesn’t have to experience them. For example, when a team 
member sees themselves as a broker:

• The guest doesn’t have to feel lost when they can’t find their 
car. The parking lot attendant takes that emotion on them-
selves and finds it for them.

• The guest doesn’t have to feel embarrassed when their child 
throws up in the children’s room. The childcare worker takes 
that emotion on themselves and cleans it up.

• The guest doesn’t have to feel confused when they’re trying 
to find out the time of a support group that meets at the 
church. The greeter takes that feeling, absorbs it, and does 
the legwork to find out for the guest.

Brokering the experience for the guest is about sheltering them 
from the emotion. It’s jumping in front of the uncomfortable bul-
let and absorbing that so the guest doesn’t have to experience it.

JASON

A single mother came into our services looking for a seat. She 
requested a seat at the end of a row so she could quickly slip out 
in the event that her child needed attention during the service. 
An usher found a row where this might be possible and asked 
a woman who was already seated, “Ma’am, would it be pos-
sible for you to scoot down? This lady needs an aisle seat this  
morning.”

The woman in the seat looked down, then back up and said, 
“She can walk around me.”
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The usher apologetically looked at the guest, walked her away 
from the seat, and said, “I’m sorry, ma’am. If you would like to 
sit in an aisle seat, you don’t have to sit there because that doesn’t 
feel like the most enjoyable place to sit.” Then he escorted her to 
another seating area.

If the usher had said nothing or seated her next to the incon-
siderate lady, the guest would have been left feeling the embarrass-
ment and shame of the situation. But because he acknowledged 
the situation and protected the guest, she felt empowered again. 
She felt comfortable and respected.

What a powerful thing when we can broker the experience for 
our guests! When we acknowledge what they’re feeling and work 
to protect them from that, we make a guest feel truly honored.

In fact, you can even use language like that. It disarms a guest 
when you say something like:

• “I’ll keep you from feeling embarrassed.”

• “I don’t want you to feel lost.”

• “You got here at the perfect time!”

We never want to reinforce a guest’s insecurities. Instead, we 
want to reinforce their security. Their comfort. Their confidence. 
Those emotions are memorable and will stick with the guest long 
after their visit is over.

Brokering the guest’s feelings is our way in the small scale to 
reflect what Christ did for us on the large scale. In Isaiah 53:4, the 
Bible describes Jesus as having borne our sorrows and anxieties. 
He took them on himself so we no longer had to. While we could 
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never match the sacrifice Jesus made for us, the come back effect 
is one small way we can follow Jesus’s example—to shoulder our 
guests’ burdens for them.

What a Guest Should Feel

Each day, ask yourself two questions to get this idea of hospitality 
stirring around in your head.

 1. Today, how do you want your guests to feel? Then ask, in 
the moment, how you can encourage a guest to feel the way 
you’ve decided you want them to feel.

 2. How do you want your team members to feel today? Under-
stand that the way a team member feels directly affects how 
they will make the guest feel. You shouldn’t expect your 
team to take care of a guest if  they don’t feel cared for 
by the church or the team. Put wind in the sails of your 
teammates—because that’s what they’re going to do for the 
guest.

What do you want your guests to feel? What do you want them 
to not feel? Determine in your heart and with your team how you 
will get the guest to feel the good feelings and stay away from the 
bad feelings. For instance, if you’re a small group leader, figure 
out what you want your guests to feel as they enter the classroom 
or your home. Do you have enough seats; will it be obvious to 
the guest you were expecting them and prepared? Is it clear where 
your guest needs to go—easy to identify the classroom or house?

If  you’re a team leader, expose your team both to the good 
and to the negative feelings so they can know what good feel-
ings to deliver in order to replace the negative emotion. Train 

_YoungMalm_ComeBackEffect_JE_wo.indd   28 4/24/18   3:28 PM

Jason Young and Jonathan Malm, The Come Back Effect
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



Focus on Feeling as Much as Function

29

your team to become experts on intentionally delivering positive 
feelings in a manner similar to how bankers are trained to deal 
with counterfeit money: know the fake exists, but only deal with 
the real so you know when you see and feel the fake. In other 
words, know that negative feelings happen, but show the team 
what’s possible.

Check out this list below and highlight the positive feelings 
that stick out to you. Then underline the negative feelings you’ve 
experienced in guest services environments.

You want your guests to feel

• confident

• safe

• satisfied

• accepted

• hopeful

• acknowledged

• empowered

• educated

• pleased

• comfortable

• excited

• interested

• valued

• relaxed

• welcomed

• familiar

• included

• refreshed

• challenged

• secure

• in control

• delighted

You don’t want your guests to feel

• confused

• unsafe

• skeptical

• cynical

• suspicious

• ignored

• annoyed

• doubtful

• angry

• hurt

• distrustful

• processed

• rushed

• uneasy

• frustrated

• uninitiated

• overwhelmed

• uncomfortable

• out of control

• helpless
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JASON

One Sunday, there was a woman standing by guest services. A 
volunteer, Tracy, took the opportunity to engage her in a conversa-
tion. “Are you waiting for family members? Friends?”

The woman replied, “No, I just lost my three-month-old baby. 
I had no other place to go, so I came to church. But my husband 
wouldn’t come with me.”

Tracy knew another guest services volunteer named Carter who 
had also lost his son. She took the woman over to the man and 
introduced her. She didn’t tell her that Carter had also experienced 
a similar loss, but she knew that he would have empathy that was 
needed for the situation.

Carter then invited the lady to sit with him in the service. “I’m 
not sure I’ll be able to make it through the service,” she said.

Carter replied, “That’s okay. I’ll be here as long as you want 
to stay.”

She stayed the entire time. Afterward, she talked to one of our 
team members and joined a women’s group.

The function of these volunteers wasn’t any extra than normal. 
But because they focused on the feeling as much as the function, it 
made all the difference in this lady’s life. She could feel the empathy 
through their interactions.

Life is so hurried. It’s so hectic. What if church could be the 
place where a guest feels the least hurried? Where the relational mo-
ments could provide a safe environment—safe to process through 
the most difficult moments in our life? Hospitality—connecting 
feeling and function—is the first step in creating the come back 
effect.
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KEY POINTS and TAKEAWAYS

 1. Serving is task oriented; hospitality is feeling oriented. Simply 
performing tasks is not enough to compel a guest to come 
back.

 2. Hospitality should change the way we perform our tasks. 
Tasks are important, but it’s the intangible feelings we trans-
mit that turn them into moments of hospitality.

 3. People will be feeling something when they arrive to your 
ministry (stress, nervousness, or confusion). Our job in the 
come back effect is to replace those negative emotions with 
positive ones.

 4. Great hospitality is shielding the guest from negative experi-
ences by throwing ourselves in front of the situation—like a 
bodyguard takes a bullet for the one they’re protecting.

 5. Decide proactively what you want your guests to feel, then 
look for ways to create environments that will help them 
experience that.

 6. Imagine if your ministry was the least-hurried moment of 
your guest’s week. That could be the ultimate thing to compel 
them to return.
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