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Chapter 22
Community Ministry

“Let my heart be broken with the things that break the heart of God.”



 
Bob Pierce, founder, Samaritan’s Purse.


“Have no doubt that a committed community can change the world.”




Margaret Mead (1901-1978) world renowned anthropologist. 

“This is the first generation in all of recorded history that can do something about the scourge of poverty.  We have the means to do it.  We can banish hunger from the face of the earth.”




Hubert Humphrey (1911-1978) Senator from Minnesota and a




   Vice President of the United States (statement made in 1965).

“‘Down, down,’ says Christ, ‘you will find me in the poor.  You are rising too high if you do not look for me down there.’” 



 Martin Luther, 1483-1546, German Reformation leader.

This is how we know what love is: Christ gave his life for us.  We too, then, ought to give our lives for our brothers!  If a man is rich and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against his brother, how can he claim that he has love for God in his heart?  My children!  Our love should not be just words and talk; it must be true love, which shows itself in action.  (1 John 3:16-18)


“Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”  (Matthew 25:40) 


Helping others enables us to confront God face-to-face.  He identifies with the poor so strongly that in caring for them we become as one with him.  And as Scripture tells us, whatever we do for the poor we also do for our Lord Jesus Christ.  So in all ways we must strive to redirect our energies outward in selfless gifts to others for it is the will of God for us, and we will be guided and protected in all that we do. 


I know of no finer contemporary example of caring for others than that of Michael Kirwan, who, as a member of the Catholic Worker community in Washington, DC for more than two decades, fed, housed, and lived with the poorest of the poor.  His September 13, 1999 obituary in The Washington Post is touching and inspirational.  It reads in part:  


    In the winter of 1978, Mr. Kirwan was a graduate student in sociology at George Washington University preparing for a conventional career in business or government.  One freezing night he passed a homeless man keeping warm on a heat grate near the State Department.  The man asked for food.  Mr. Kirwan ignored him and kept walking to his campus dorm room.  There, unsettled, he had second thoughts and took back a bowl of hot soup to the man.

   So began a life’s mission.  Mr. Kirwan continued bringing food to homeless people at 21st Street and Virginia Avenue NW.

    “One night, as I brought down a large gallon jug of hot split pea soup and set it down on the cement block near the heating vent where they gathered, a rather rough-looking fellow picked up the jar of soup and, in one motion, broke the jar over my head,” Mr. Kirwan recalled.

    “Instead of running away, I asked the man why he had done that.  These were probably the first words I had ever spoken to any of them.  He told me that I was doing nothing more than bringing food to the dogs.  I was bringing food, setting it down like I was feeding them out of a pet dish and then just walking away.  He said, “Talk to us.  Visit with us.  We don’t bite.’”

    Mr. Kirwan did begin visiting.  “What happened that night,” he said, “was that a first barrier had been broken in my perceptions of who homeless people are.  I realized that these men and women on the streets had feelings, just like me.  They wanted to be loved and respected and listened to.  They cared that someone cared about them, but just giving food and a blanket was not enough.”   


We cannot be a mirror of the world around us, accepting uncritically the prevailing political, economic, and social poverty all about us.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God─what is good and acceptable and perfect.  (Romans 12:2)  We must instead become nonconformists as Mr. Kirwan and countless others, wholly renewed by Christ into commitment to the stranger, the poor, the infirmed, and the outcast.  In so doing we will find our true selves in them and not in ourselves alone. 

The Community Ministry Committee  



Caring for those in need is an integral part of being a Christian.  The responsible committee, identified here as “Community Ministry,” guides and oversees the outreach mission, often involving more varied activities and hands-on participation than any other church function.  Details of committee responsibilities are listed in the community ministry job description,  Appendix C.


The Community Ministry Committee is responsible for providing direction in five major areas: (1) assisting pastors in developing a caring outreaching congregation, (2) broadcasting needs, (3) evaluating program suitability and setting priorities, (4) recruiting and training participating personnel, and (5) assisting in related fundraising.  

These responsibilities are generally covered in other chapters, notably Chapter 10 “Leadership Roles,” Chapter 11 “Communications and Planning,” and Chapter 12 “How to Conduct Meetings and Reach Decisions.”  The task of fundraising is the subject of Chapter 19, “Our Call to Stewardship.”  The task of evaluating program fit within the congregation, however, is especially critical to this committee and will bear the brunt of our remaining attention.     
Setting Community Service Priorities  



“The test of our progress is not whether we add to the abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too little.”

─Franklin Delano Roosevelt


There should be little doubt that careful strategy is required to effectively help others in most need.  That should be the number one criterion in program selection, providing the greatest help to those in greatest need.  But there are other factors that must also be taken into account, most notably matching available personnel and financial resources with appropriate applications.  Young, vigorous, adventuresome members may well elect the rigors of inner city service for example.  Older individuals might understandably prefer less rigorous, more indirect involvement.  While overall priorities count, the capabilities and preference of the congregation must also be taken into account to ensure the most viable responses.  Fortunately, there is a multitude of service opportunities from which to choose.      

Public service programs across the country number in the thousands in perhaps 50 or more functional areas.  The follow taxonomy illustrates the subject range involved: 

Economics







Children’s rights

    Credit union







Civil rights

    Disaster relief






International justice
    Job preparation and placement



Refugees
    Tax preparation






Religious freedom
    Welfare reform






Women’s rights
Education/Training





   Human Services
    College and career






Aging, senior services
    Language instruction





Bereavement
    Literacy and remedial tutoring



Child sponsorship, foster care, and 
    Nursery school







adoption
Environmental Protection




Clothing 
Health








Family planning
    Alleviation of hunger





Food pantry/kitchen
    Disabled, blind, and visually impaired


Financial management
    Drug and alcohol abuse 





Infant and child care/protection

(Alcoholics Anonymous)




Referral services
    HIV/AIDS








Single parent family
    Medical and nutrition counsel




Youth development,
 Scouting

    Population planning




   Legal Aid and Consumer Protection
    Seriously and terminally ill



   Safety and Crime
Housing








Animal protection
    Shelters for the homeless and aging 


Domestic violence counseling
    Structure rehabilitation 





Gun control
Human Rights Advocacy





Prison counseling
 

    Native Americans






Youth counseling
    Arms, peace & international relations

It is not uncommon for a large metropolitan church to have a dozen or more community service projects.  Small rural congregations, in contrast, may be limited to one or two local concerns.  However varying in scope, most church service efforts evolve in a process of opportunity, response, and adjustment.  Eventually the best are retained, projects typically of substance as well as rewarding to the member participants.  

Changing conditions and new challenges require community service programs to be periodically reviewed, with the distinct possibility of dropping or curtailing some marginal efforts in favor of more likely productive new startups.  Criteria for such evaluation include:

1. How consistent is this program to what we prayerfully interpret as our highest calling?


2.  Is the response better directed at the national or local level?  Would we be more effective working with an already existing organization
 rather than starting or maintaining our own effort?


3.  Is the local unmet need significant?


4.  What are the skill levels required and do we possess these talents?  Have new talents and interests emerged?

5. How large an effort is required to make a justifiably acceptable contribution?  Do we have these resources?  


6. How well are we likely to do in terms of benefits-to-costs versus alternative employment of our resources?  


Programs may also be systematically reviewed by checking the appropriate condition levels using the following outline: 


I. Project priority


(1) a continuing and fairly stable need favoring long-term commitment; 


a substantial number of other organizations involved. 

(2) some time restrictions involved requiring both current and extended 


response.

(3) immediate reaction required to unmet critical needs. 

II. Management control

(1) involvement is largely indirect through partnership with an outside 


group.

(2) personal participation within a church-managed group.

III. Project costs

(1) low cost, mostly volunteer service.


(2) moderate operating costs.


(3) some initial capital investment; relatively substantial operating costs.

IV. Operating conditions
   Principal work location:

(1) immediately within church confines.


(2) primarily within local neighborhood.


(3) surrounding community.


(4) national and international.
   Field working conditions:

(1) no field work.

(2) field work mostly comfortable.


(3) field work occasionally to often disagreeable.


(4) field work can be dangerous.

    Repercussions

(1) no appreciable negative effect on congregation or neighborhood.

(2) possible negative reaction should be anticipated and response 



prepared.
   
V. Skill level and/or training required:


(1) minimal─simple tasks such as folding and mailing, setting up tables,



cleaning, accompanying people. 


(2) moderate─short training period required for tasks such as


telephoning, letter writing, cooking and serving meals. 

(3) considerable─extended training and experience such as might be



required in remedial education.  

(4) professional─college and/or professional training in such fields as 



medicine, law, engineering, nutrition, etc.

Community Ministry Management


Leadership, staffing and funding are essential to the success of community service programs.  And for church-sponsored effort, our hearts must be of a right spirit, overflowing with genuine love and compassion.  We seek God’s will and then confidently and joyfully carry out his bidding. 

Do not conform outwardly to the standards of this world, but let God transform you inwardly by a complete change of your mind.  Then you will be able to know the will of God─what is good, and is pleasing to him, and is perfect.  (Romans 12:2)   

Amid all the pressures of national and congregational special interests, the Community Ministry Committee must first guard against biased responses.  As previously discussed, highest priority projects should receive our first attention.  Yet directed funding and limited staffing typically require scaling back to what is feasible.  An earmarked endowment must obviously be used for the designated purpose.  Youth may often be most effectively involved in limited skill, relatively low priority projects such as house refurbishing and neighborhood cleanup.  As a general rule, our efforts are maximized when each individual’s qualifications and interests are taken into account, and all are informed of their most productive employments.  We must first seek to optimize each person’s personal involvement, whatever their qualifications and interests, complemented by engagement in high priority projects whenever possible. 

And what are high priority projects?  Those that result in the greatest good for the least effort.  And here some real study is required for some seemingly beneficial actions fail to get at the root causes.  Consider, for example, aiding the impoverished.  The usual response is to provide direct immediate aid, typically soup kitchens and emergency shelter.  Yet in the long run, education, and for foreign countries capitalism and free trade in addition,
 are the principal means
 of lasting improvement.  Whenever options of this nature are available, it is imperative that the Community Ministry Committee study the alternatives to ensure close to optimal employment of resources, in the cited instance, inclusion of job training and placement.            

Lastly, it is also important for the Committee to ensure participants engage in some personal contact with those aided, lest we lose the reality involved.  Antiseptic detached giving is commonly devoid of the enriching qualities of truly involved participation.  It is difficult to learn to love our neighbors if they are never seen.  It is far better for us to concentrate on seeking this loving experience than to simply demonstrate its possibility by indirect means alone.  The Community Ministry Committee thus must make every effort to occasionally get congregation members into the field, to see and involve themselves first hand in God’s work.  The rewards are great and everlasting.    
     We close with the inspiring words of Isaiah:


Is not this the fast that I choose: 



    to loose the bonds of injustice, 


    to undo the thongs of the yoke,



to let the oppressed go free,




    and to break every yoke?



Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,


    and bring the homeless poor into your house;


when you see the naked, to cover them,



    and not to hide yourself from your own kin?


Then your light shall break forth like the dawn,



    and your healing shall spring up quickly;



your vindicator shall go before you,



    the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard.


Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer;



    you shall cry for help, and he will say,




Here I am.






(Isaiah 58: 6-9)






    �  Many observers have cited segregation as the greatest barrier to social and economic equity in the United States.  “If one puts all of the poorest people together in  one area, moves the jobs, decimates the social organization, and so forth, generational poverty is simple inevitable.”  Take the family out of the inner city ghetto, and the children will do well.  David Hilfiker, Poverty in Urban America: Its causes and cures,” (Washington, DC, Potter’s House Bookservice, 2000), p. 55. 


    � To indicate the magnitude of the opportunity here, in 2002 more than half a million babies in the developing world contracted from their mothers the virus that causes AIDS, despite the fact that drugs and therapies exist that could virtually eliminate mother-to-child transmission of the killer disease.  Jesse Helms, “We Cannot Turn Away,” editorial, The Washington Post, March 24, 2002.


    � “It doesn’t take as much as some people think,” says Tyrone Parker, founding president of the Alliance of Concerned Men.  “I mean some kids out there you can’t really talk to, they’re not ready yet.  But an awful lot of them are tired of living the street life and just don’t know how to turn it around.  That’s what the alliance is in business to do.”  William Raspberry, “Society’s Last Line of Defense,”  The Washington Post  


    � “Most of the men in here have problems with substance abuse or compulsive behavior, and we hope something will get their attention.  It might not happen the first or second time they’re in here, it might mean they become a model prisoner for 20 years.  But this is about changing one life at a time.”  Rev. Glen Dale describing his hope for bringing God’s grace to men in prison.  


	“Most of the young men in jail today are confused, belligerent, skeptical of religion, resentful of authority and ready to blame the world for their problems.  Still, an enormous number of them ask for Bibles and spiritual counseling.”  Pamela Constable, “The Soft Cell,” The Washington Post, February 16, 1997.


    � See charityguide.org website for charity ratings and guidebooks.


    � Regarding local community reaction, consider the following “letters to the editor” quote from the The Washington Post reacting to planned expansion of a local church’s program to feed the homeless.  “Again, at issue is not the ___________ Church’s mission to feed the homeless but rather its insistence to do so in our neighborhood, which is already crowded with homeless people everywhere you look. 


	What are my/our rights as residents and taxpayers vs. those of individuals from all over the city who are being brought into our community?  What happens to those people after the church closes its doors in the morning?”  


    � Charles Krauthammer, “An Ideal Goes Starving,” editorial, The Washington Post, April 11, 2004.


    � Other primary causes of poverty include segregation, lack of jobs to support a family, and inadequate access to health care.








�
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