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	Abstract (Document Summary)

	[Joey Feci]'s billboard image is part of an innovative marketing campaign by Victory World Church in Norcross. Though plenty of churches use billboards to invite people to their services, Victory's leaders did something else: They created the highway ads to invite people into the lives of church members. The billboard flashed Feci's redemption story, then followed the next week with another person's tale.

Victory's billboard campaign may stand out, but it's no longer unusual. Other churches and denominations as diverse as the United Methodist Church and the United Church of Christ also have turned to edgy marketing campaigns to distinguish themselves in a crowded, religious marketplace.
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Joey Feci was driving south on I-85 in Gwinnett County one day, stunned by something looming over the highway.

He saw himself --- arms folded and eyes narrowed in determination --- plastered on a billboard. Behind his towering image were the silhouettes of eight other figures standing alongside one another like a group of comic book superheroes. The caption: "I Belong Now."

"It was cool to see me up there," Feci says.

Evangelists traditionally have said that they relied on the Holy Spirit to proclaim their message. But contemporary church leaders also are finding inspiration from another source --- the bold marketing campaigns of the secular world.

Feci's billboard image is part of an innovative marketing campaign by Victory World Church in Norcross. Though plenty of churches use billboards to invite people to their services, Victory's leaders did something else: They created the highway ads to invite people into the lives of church members. The billboard flashed Feci's redemption story, then followed the next week with another person's tale.

Victory's billboard campaign may stand out, but it's no longer unusual. Other churches and denominations as diverse as the United Methodist Church and the United Church of Christ also have turned to edgy marketing campaigns to distinguish themselves in a crowded, religious marketplace.

Mara Einstein, associate professor of media studies at the City University of New York and author of the forthcoming book "Brands of Faith: Marketing Religion in a Commercial Age," says churches are being forced to devise new marketing techniques.

She pinpoints the problem: Churches can no longer rely on brand loyalty. There's no longer social stigma attached to skipping church, and people feel no obligation to attend the church of their parents, she says.

"Religion has become a product just like everything else," she says. "Churches have to become brands because brands are quick pieces of information that people don't have to think about but they can identify with."

Einstein says Victory's billboard campaign is one of the smartest she's ever encountered.

"Marketing and evangelism are the same thing," Einstein says. "A product becomes a part of a user's personality, and the users of the product become evangelizers of the product."

Parishioners depicted on the Victory billboard vouch for their product --- faith in Jesus and their church.

The billboard campaign, titled "My Story," works like a television show cliffhanger. Every couple of weeks, the billboard reveals a new face from the silhouetted figures and alludes to their dramatic personal story. A caption directs commuters to a Victory Web site, where motorists can read their stories and even watch their videotaped testimonies.

Victory's Web site reinforces the subtext of the billboard campaign. There's no stained glass or organ music on the site. The faces look plucked from a J.Crew ad --- young, casually dressed men and women of all races; a telegenic pastor and wife smiling at each other; ordinary people in a church where the message seems to say you don't have to dress up or pretend. We are real here.

Becoming user-friendly

Other religious institutions are reaching the same marketing conclusions.

The United Church of Christ won an Association of National Advertisers award two years ago for its daring television campaign showing two brawny bouncers turning away certain people from a roped- off church --- including what appears to be a gay couple. The ad ended with the line: "Jesus didn't turn people away. Neither do we."

The denomination later reported that annual hits on its Web site soared from 950,000 to 5.5. million.

Recently, the United Methodist Church announced a social networking campaign inspired by Web sites such as MySpace and Facebook. The UMC will allow visitors to set up personal profiles, upload photos and establish networks at UMC.org in an effort to increase membership.

Church marketing has become so popular that church marketing directors across the country flock to their own Web site. The site offers marketing tips to churches along with examples of the most innovative practices. Contributors include Victory's marketing team.

The Rev. Larry Hollon, chief executive for the UMC, says his group must embrace new technology to remain relevant.

"This is where people are comfortable living their lives," he says. "We've got to be present on the Web, and we have to be very accessible and user-friendly."

Pam Parish, Victory's director of marketing and creative design, says the "My Story" campaign will culminate in the church's April 8 Easter celebration at the Gwinnett Arena, where, as she says, everyone can "join the story."

She says she wanted to dispel the assumption that people have to have it all together to attend church.

"People connect to people, not just slogans around the church," says Parish, who was a marketing director for a wireless company before coming to Victory. "I thought it was important to get real people up there."

Pastor Colleen Rouse, who co-pastors the 5,000-member church with her husband, Dennis, says she never thought much about marketing when she first started the church.

"When you get out of Bible school, your focus tends to be on Christians," she says. "You don't think about how you're speaking and appealing to the masses."

Yet today, Rouse says she constantly reads graphic design and fashion magazines and keeps up on the latest shows so that the look of the church staff is current. Victory even offers a Marketing 101 class to members in its Bible school.

"You can have a wonderful message, but if you don't know how to communicate to reach your audience, it's pointless," Rouse says.

Marketing downside

Some wonder, however, if church marketing campaigns can become too user-friendly.

Critics of megachurches that use "seeker-services" to make the Gospel more appealing to the unchurched have long complained that some water down the message.

Einstein, the New York professor, says churches that aggressively brand themselves run the risk of losing what she calls their "USP" - -- unique selling position.

The goal of any marketing is growth. That goal quickly can become the sole focus of a church engulfed by a marketing campaign. They seem no different from a business, where success is measured strictly by numbers.

"What religion offers as its USP is the ability to step outside the culture, to not be a part of the marketing," she says. "When [churches] become a marketed product, they may lose their USP."

Rouse, Victory's co-pastor, says her church tries to guard against that. She says the church's emphasis on marketing real people, its multiracial congregation and its casual atmosphere is a genuine part of its identity.

"We don't dilute the message," she says. "We just package it in such a way that it'll be attractive."

The people who are part of Victory's billboard campaign don't see their participation as branding. They see it as a chance to share their faith.

"People our age are always looking for the next big thing," says Feci, the Victory member. "When the church gets out there and gets in people's face and says you need to hang out with us, I think it's going to change how people think."

Noelia Haygood, another Victory member used in the campaign, says her billboard photo makes her grateful. She credits God with restoring a failed marriage.

She had no qualms about her billboard confessional.

"It's cool to look back and see what I was and who I am now," she says of the billboard. "I wasn't scared at all. I really hope it gives people hope."

ON THE WEB: For more information: www.victorywc.org.

CAPTION: Victory World Church's billboard campaign includes the redemption story of Joey Feci, a musician, as a way to connect with potential churchgoers.

CAPTION: Noelia and Jimmy Haygood posing in wedding attire on a Victory billboard.

CAPTION: Joshua Fedoruk Noelia and Jimmy Haygood's first marriage to each other fell apart, but after she attended Victory World Church, they worked through their problems and remarried. With them in the photo is Johnson Bowie, a young-adult pastor at Victory.
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