
 
 
 

CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

LACK OF USE OF THE CHURCH LIBRARY 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Each Thursday morning Nancy Hardwick, Kathy Crenshaw, and Eva 
Swanson meet together at the church.  Kathy brings goodies from the bake 
shop, and Eva brings a large thermos of coffee. Sometimes they spend only a 
couple of hours together; other times they meet all day.  These women are 
quite different, yet they share a common cause that unites them. Their love 
for good reading, and their desire to make growth resources available to 
others, keeps them meeting week after week to process books and promote 
their church library. With this type of leadership it’s not surprising that the 
library at Centerton Church is used regularly. 

Church libraries come in different sizes and are found in various 
locations on a church campus. Some libraries are little more than a modest 
collection of books kept in a closet or displayed on a table. Other libraries 
boast of thousands of titles, each on display in a spacious media center. Some 
churches report that their libraries are used regularly, while many churches, 
regardless of size, report little or no use of their resource room. What makes 
the difference? 

If pastor or people view their library as an obsolete collection of 
irrelevant books, then no one should get upset if the library is not used.  But 
if they believe that the library is an excellent tool for discipleship, that it can 
expand Christian nurture beyond the classroom and that it can provide 
personal instruction to people with a variety of needs, then they should take 
every step necessary to make it successful. 

Libraries that are well used display several common characteristics. 
Successful church libraries have: key leaders; knowledgeable personnel; a 
visible location; convenient hours; a diversified collection; purchasing options; 
regular promotion and adequate finances. 
 

 
 
 

Key Leaders 



 
Recently I talked with a pastor whose church library circulates 3,000 

books each month. Not only does the library service the church membership, 
but the pastor believes the library is their greatest contact with the 
community. When I asked him what made their library successful, he 
immediately gave me the name of one woman who, for twenty years, has 
made the library her personal ministry. “She is so aware of new children’s 
books,” he related, “that I play a game with her. Whenever I read a review on 
a new children’s book, I ask her if she has it yet. Invariable she reports, ‘It’s 
already been purchased!’” 

Locate any effective library, and behind the scenes you’ll find effective 
leadership administering it. Perhaps only one person heads the project, or 
like the church in Centerton, a team of people may hold the common vision. If 
the pastor or members are interested in good literature, but the church 
cannot find someone to organize the library, then that need will go unmet. A 
church interested in developing a ministry through Christian books, 
cassettes, videos and DVDs must identify a person who carries a burden for 
that work. If no one in the congregation desires to serve in the library, a 
viable media ministry is unlikely. 

While a sense of ownership is important for a good librarian, expertise 
in library science is not. In fact, the woman who manages the library in my 
friend’s church knew very little about libraries when she began. She acquired 
her knowledge through local seminars and even traveled to some regional 
workshops to pick up additional insights. It was her deep commitment to see 
Christian literature in the hands of God’s people that led her to challenge the 
leadership and congregation to build and use a church library. 
 

 
Knowledgeable Personnel 

 
Although a few leaders are essential to develop a good library, the day-

to-day ministry of the library requires additional personnel. A librarian, or 
library committee, gives special attention to the selection, processing and 
promotion of media. Other volunteers are needed to assist people who come to 
use the library. 

We’ve all appreciated the grocery clerk who can tell us, “The taco 
seasoning is in aisle fifteen.” Similarly, knowledgeable personnel in the 
library can help people locate desired materials. Workers are not present just 
to make sure books are checked out properly. Primarily they are sales 
persons who know their products well and encourage customers to try them: 
“I’m sorry, Dobson’s book is checked out, but have you seen Ross Campbell’s 
latest book on parenting?” 



Key leaders, supported by knowledgeable personnel, will not only build 
a good library, but a good reputation for it as well. In turn, a library with a 
good reputation will build an ever-widening circle of satisfied users. 
 

 
A Visible Location 

 
When my wife and I looked for a new home our realtor told us that 

there are three critical factors regarding housing: “location, location, 
location.”  I think he made his point—location is important. 

A library can have competent leadership and friendly personnel, but if 
it’s housed in an obscure location where people rarely travel, it’s dead. Very 
few people will come early to church or stick around afterwards to look for the 
library. 

By way of contrast, the library placed right in the middle of the 
church’s hottest traffic pattern will experience high consumer usage. One 
church, for example, moved their library into a former classroom off the main 
sidewalk that connected the parking lot to the worship center. In another 
church the staff offices were relocated to allow the library to have their 
former space adjacent to the coatroom and auditorium. The new location 
helped immensely with the utilization of the library. 

If it is not possible to improve the location of your library, try doing 
what Village Church did. Their pastor asked a carpenter to build a tiered, 
portable display rack. Books, videos and cassettes are available for check-out 
each Sunday and throughout the week. Resources are returned by placing 
them in a slot in the side of the unit. The 5’x5’ rack attractively fits into the 
décor of the foyer, and the library staff regularly rotates the display 
inventory. 

What makes a successful library? Among other variables, remember 
the importance of location, location, location. 
 

 
Convenient Hours 

 
When are people regularly on your church grounds—Sunday 

mornings? Wednesday evenings? Friday mornings? Effective libraries are 
open whenever groups of people are using the church facilities. Do you have a 
mothers’ day out? Have the library open. Does the Red Cross periodically use 
your facilities as a collection site? Have the library open.  Whenever a 
significant event is taking place, keep the library open before, during, and 
after the activity. 

By way of reminder let me emphasize the importance of all factors 
working together to maximize library usage. A library open forty hours a 
week, but housed in the basement of the youth building will only find an 



occasional wayfarer. But a library that already has good leadership, helpful 
workers and a good location will also profit from opening fifteen or thirty 
minutes before and after a regular service. 

A number of churches make their library available during the services. 
Some even rotate small groups of children into the library to hear a story 
and/or check-out a resource. Students have been sent to libraries to do a brief 
research project and then report back to their class. 

The library is also a good vehicle for community outreach. In one 
church, for example, the preschool director places a coffee pot next to the 
library as a place for parents to share in friendly conversation. Many of the 
moms check out books and tapes for their children, but also novels and books 
on marriage and parenting. Whenever a program brings people to the church 
campus, it’s also a good time for an open library. 

Many churches with limited space use their library as a classroom. 
Unfortunately this doubling-up of space takes a disastrous toll on library 
utilization. Not only does the arrangement prohibit the use of the library 
during the class hour, but it typically discourages use before and after the 
sessions. Rarely will people visit a library before Sunday School if chairs are 
stacked in the room, set up for class. Neither do classes finish early enough 
permitting browsing between services. A library with its own space can use 
optimal time periods to promote its Christian growth materials. 

 
 

A Diversified Collection 
 

Good church libraries display variety in their resources. Since 
materials are costly and budgets limited, churches will wisely stock items 
that have a high consumption rate. For example, while Bible commentaries 
are important and every church should have excellent ones, they are not 
frequently borrowed items. Multiple sets of reference works are not the best 
use of funds. 
 Some churches interested in beginning a library have invited donated 
books. Unfortunately, many donated books are dated and unattractive, and 
therefore of little interest to people. This is exemplified by a 1940s book about 
West Point that I discovered in one church library. Needless to say there was 
not a single signature on the loan card. What a waste of processing time and 
shelf space. 
 Libraries can profit by receiving donated books, but it is wise to 
publicize a policy that openly states: “All donations are welcomed; however 
duplicate items or books with limited appeal will be passed on to other 
parties.” 
 Since people’s taste and interests differ, diversity will characterize a 
good library. Shelves should display reference materials as well as popular 
books. The library should promote biographies with appeal to the old, and 



storybooks of interest to the young. Since young women typically are its 
greatest consumers, a good library will take that life-stage into special 
consideration, both for their own tastes and for items they would select for 
their children. 
 Good libraries understand that many adults are non-readers (some 
statistics assert that one out of every four men is a nonreader, this aside from 
the number of poor readers). It is not surprising, therefore, that many 
churches notice a substantial increase in the popularity of their library when 
the “media center” also offers Videos, CDs, and DVDs. People traveling in 
their cars, or working around the house, can double the use of their time and 
grow spiritually through the use of cassettes and CDs. 
 Audio storybooks are of interest to young children, along with video 
cassettes and DVDs. And youth that come to check out music CDs and DVDs 
are discovering other good resources. 
 To assure diversity and balance in the library, it is helpful to have 
more than one person responsible for selecting resources. Since suggestions 
always outnumber acquisitions, a selection committee can prioritize them in 
relation to balance and anticipated consumer use. The pastor, library 
committee members and well-read congregants are good sources for 
recommendations. 
 A library that appeals to old and young, to readers and nonreaders and 
to all the people who make up our diverse congregations, will experience 
frequent use. 
 

 
Purchasing Options 

 
Some people prefer to purchase a book rather than to borrow one. For 

example, I like to underline and make notes in margins of the books I read. 
When I go back to a book for a specific quote or idea, I usually can locate the 
place by my markings. Therefore, the majority of books that I read are ones 
that I own. Some folks like to read a book; then give it away.  Some are 
building home libraries. Some purchase a book to give to a friend on a special 
occasion. The option to purchase books through a church library increase its 
usefulness. 
 We have heard the expression: “If railroads had viewed themselves as 
being in the transportation business (instead of the train business), then 
today the railroads would own the airlines.” A library that views its ministry 
as loaning books will miss out on many potential clients. But the library that 
sees its role as distributing Christian growth materials by loan or purchase 
will serve a broad clientele. This was the experience of Brentwood Church 
when they placed in their library a display rack with popular topics for 
purchase similar to those seen in commercial stores. They stocked the rack 
with popular titles that were for sale. This feature of their library cost them 



nothing. They received the rack and books on consignment form a local 
distributor. 
 While the church library should not become a bookstore, it is possible 
to make available for purchase a selective group of books for people who 
prefer to buy. 
 

 
Regular Promotion 

 
The old saying, “Out of sight, out of mind,” is applicable to church 

libraries. Familiarity and routine will lead people past even the most visible 
library. In order to keep this important ministry fresh in parishioners’ minds, 
some churches have developed a marketing strategy for visibility. No amount 
of hype will make a poor library successful. But periodic promotion will help a 
good library reach out even more. 
 Some churches use a “library corner” in the bulletin to promote new 
acquisitions in the library. Some review books on their web-site. Other 
churches with nursery schools use their newsletters to publicize the 
availability of parenting materials.  Some libraries have asked adult teachers 
to help select and promote books that parallel the current topics in their 
classes. Some pastors have made it their practice to quote an author or cite 
an illustration, purposely indicating that the book is available in the church 
library.   
 Whether a congregation uses a bookmark inserted in the bulletin, a 
quotation from the pulpit or a summer reading contest, regular promotion 
helps maximize the usage of a good library. 
 

 
Adequate Finances 

 
Another expression we hear frequently is: “You get what you pay for.” 

A church cannot budget only $200 for its library, then expect people to flock 
in. Any congregation serious about providing library resources for growth will 
need several hundred dollars annually in its Christian education budget. 
 Library committees (or the C.E. Commission) should decide whether 
they prefer to purchase paperbacks or hardbacks. While hard covers are more 
durable, limited budgets stretching across thousands of titles make 
paperbacks very attractive. 
 Reminding people of the library’s silent but powerful ministry can lead 
to direct gifts to the library. Some church libraries have received memorial 
gifts. Others have an annual Library Sunday. Books on consignment from a 
local Christian supplier are displayed on tables in the foyer. Members are 
encouraged to purchase a title, read it, and then donate it to the library. 
Exchanging copies of non-copyrighted cassette messages is a way two 



churches increased their resources. There are many creative ways for 
building the holdings of a good library. 
 The wisest expenditure of money is the purchasing of materials with 
the highest possible circulation. Since so many titles are on the market, it is 
beneficial to buy resources with good reviews. The poorest expenditure of 
money is to buy a book, cassette, CD, video or DVD that few people will check 
out. Purchasing items on sale, and selecting highly recommended titles and 
authors, will enhance the usage of the good church library. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

The Apostle Paul revealed his strategy of evangelism when he 
explained that to the Jews he became a Jew, and to the Gentiles he became a 
Gentile, that by all means he may lead some to Christ (1 Cor. 9:19-22). 
Likewise, leaders concerned with nurturing Christians will use all available 
means to help believers in their Christian walk. 
 Participation in periodic worship and Bible study is profitable, but let’s 
not overlook a means of nurture that can enhance learning daily. The 
effective church library makes growth materials available to everyone, at 
their own learning level and related to their own interests. 
 While many churches are experiencing a lack of interest in their 
church libraries, other congregations have a dynamic library ministry. We 
live in an age that has a plethora of good educational material.  Colorful 
children’s stories, quick-moving adventures, penetrating biographies, 
reputable commentaries, contemporary music, practical cassettes and family 
videos are just the tip of the iceberg. The well-run, well-stocked church 
library is not an appendix of Christian education.  Rather, the effective 
library is a vital tool for both education and evangelism. 
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A Checklist for Church Libraries 

 
Does our church have. . . 
 

? Key Leaders  
 

? Knowledgeable Personnel  
 

? A Visible Location  
 

? Convenient Hours  
 

? A Diversified Collection   
 

? Purchasing Options   
 

? Regular Promotion   
 

? Adequate Finances 


