Finding Unmet Needs

How can congregations discover human needs that other congregations and community organizations are not meeting?

An Alban Institute publication recommended that churches appoint a special task force that uses seven steps: (1) Obtain a map of your area and draw a circle whose radius is 15‑minutes driving distance from your church. (2) Obtain the social services compendium that your city government or regional municipality publishes. (3) Target 35 or more social service agencies that serve your area. Their offices may not be located within your 15-minute circle, but they may provide services in this area. Choose a wide range of service providers, everything from senior-citizen programs to services for young children. (4) Ask each task force member to cover an equal number of agency directors and ask three questions: (a) “Which people group within a 15-minute radius of our church has the greatest needs?” (b) “What is the most signifi​cant need of this people group?” (c) “Given the resources of people and/or money within our church, what strategy do you suggest we develop to begin meeting their need?” (5) Ask team members to turn in written reports within a prescribed time. (6) Tabulate your results, noting the people-groups with the greatest needs that are mentioned most frequently. (7) Design a project for your church based on the suggested strategy that gets the most “hits.”

Another way to investigate community needs: Use the step-by-step process and resources in Handbook for Urban Church Ministries and All Who Reach Out With Their Neighbors. Edited by Phil Thorn and Sally A. Johnson (Chicago: Metro Mission), Covenant Bookstore, 3200 West Foster Avenue, Chicago, IL 60625.

Still another way to identify top community needs: Study the following list of typical needs in various people groups.

Ministry with Children and Youth, Age 0-19, takes two av​enues—children and their parents. Examples include preschool programs, before- or after-school care, children’s clubs, teen clubs, parenting classes, crisis pregnancy counseling, older teens at universities, military bases, or correctional institutions.
Ministry with Young Adults, Age 20-34, takes two avenues—single and married young adults. Examples: recreation, premarital counseling, marital-adjustment counseling, singles retreats, cam​pus ministry, daycare, mothers’ morning out, parenting classes, single-parent support groups, crisis-pregnancy counseling, and AIDS ministry.

Middle Adults, Age 35-59: How to deal with job loss, disabling injury, death of the primary wage earner, and broken marriage, opportunities to participate in meaningful ministries that utilize gifts and talents.

Older Adults, Age 60-Retirement: Financial/legal counseling, transportation, reading and/or letter writing services, adult day care, grief support groups, medical/dental clinics, nursing home ministries, and senior-adult clubs, plus the opportunity to volun​teer for church ministries.

Married Couples with Children: All types of family ministries, plus preschooler mothers’ groups, latchkey programs, parenting seminars, children’s mission organizations, and Vacation Bible Schools.

One-Person Households: Needs related to peer relationships, finances, care of older parents, loneliness, feelings of rejection. grief-support groups, day care, Big Brother/Sister programs, di​vorce recovery, food pantries, clothing closets, homeless shelters, craft classes, and senior-adult clubs, plus opportunity to volunteer for worthy ministry projects.

College Graduates/Some College: Personal, career, and family counseling, plus opportunities to serve others through traditional church programs, providing housing for homeless people, literacy training, and refugee resettlement.

High School/Less than High School: Tutoring for children, literacy training, and high-school equivalency training.

Racial Groups: Immigrants may need language classes. Eco​nomically disadvantaged groups require the full range of commu​nity and family ministries listed in previous and subsequent categories.

Mobile Home, Trailer, and Other Housing Units: These people often respond best to on-site ministries such as social activities, counseling, assistance with material needs, and activities for children, plus the range of other ministries.

Low-income People, $0-$14,999 Annually: Ministries in al​ready-listed categories, plus literacy training job-referral services, substance-abuse treatment, transportation, legal advocacy, and leadership development, plus coordination of ministries with those provided by other churches and social service agencies.

High-Income Households, $50,000 or More Annually: Ministries that focus on intellectual stimulation, developing commu​nity, finding meaning and fulfillrnent in life, and professional coun​seling, plus opportunities to use personal gifts and resources in ministry. [This list adapted by permission from Research Report, North American Mission Board, Southern Baptist Convention, Strategic Planning Support Team, Phil Jones, Director.]

Specific Helping Options: Most communities need a variety of childcare programs. Churches can usually provide these services on a financially break-even basis.

Select from among the following programs the one you think makes the most sense to begin with; add another program the second year: (a) Mothers’ Day Out program, (b) Preschool program, (c) Daycare ministry, (d) After-school Latch-Key ministry, (e) a program that provides childcare at the church, (f) in small towns, a Home Game Childcare program and/or a Fifth Quarter, after-the​ game gathering for youth, (g) a Montessori education unit for children, (h) in small towns, Wednesday, after-school children’s ministries such as “Kid’s Club” are quite effective. The format includes recreation, crafts, study, worship, and food.

To be long-term effective, these ministries should charge a small fee that covers staffing expenses. Such projects quickly crash and burn if they rely on volunteer staffing. In most states, none of the above programs, except perhaps for the daycare, preschool, and Montessori programs, require additional liability insurance. Nor are they regulated and licensed by state laws with regard to stuffing, facility construction, etc.

More than 50 percent of children in the typical congregational childcare ministry are from families that do not attend church any​where. If congregations build a bridge from such programs to their sanctuary on a special Sunday each year, these ministries to parents and children in the community can become evangelistic opportunities. The best way to do this: Schedule an annual recognition and celebration of this important ministry by spot​lighting each program—daycare, preschool, etc—in a different Sunday morning worship service. Invite parents and children from that particular ministry to that Sunday service and provide a com​plimentary lunch afterward. Fourteen days prior to that date, mail the parents invitations, asking them to make meal reservations in advance by telephone or letter. During the week previous to the special Sunday, telephone parents who have not yet made reser​vations. This procedure often helps un-churched parents take the first step toward regular church attendance. (Congregations have tested many other procedures; nothing else works!)

Other Ministries: (1) Habitat for Humanity (2) In ‘Backyard Mission” teams of church members provide free home repair for needy people. For information, contact Lake Ridge United Meth​odist Church. Lubbock Texas; Fax 806/794-2266. (3) In the Wheel-chair Ramp Outreach Program, church-member teams build wheel​chair ramps for needy people. For information, contact First United Methodist Church, Slidell, Louisiana: Fax 504/643-6439. (4) In covenants between congregations and elementary schools, church members tutor at-risk students in learning to read, This is so im​portant because 85 percent of unwed mothers are illiterate; 70 percent of Americans arrested are illiterate (USA Today “USA TODAY Snapshots,” 1-29-2000). (5) To provide professional coun​seling for individual and marital problems, congregations forge a formal alliance with a nearby community counseling service or with a Samaritan Counseling Center (telephone 303/691-0144 for information).

The Bottom Line: In what ways does your church help needy and hurting people’? To what other such ministries is God calling your congregation?
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