Part 3:  Deacons with the Community

At the centre of the story of the prodigal son is the father who never stops watching, waiting and longing for his son’s return.  He is always hoping and never lacking in compassion.  When he sees his son in the distant he doesn’t hold his ground in a dignified, self-righteous stance; instead, we may imagine him running with arms waving, eyes fixed ahead and never stopping until he has his son securely in his embrace!

Today that same Father is still waiting and watching.  His command continues to be: “love your neighbour as yourself”.  Churches (the body of Christ) today have the opportunity to be a presence of healing, hope and transformation in the lives of people who are isolated, challenged and longing for mercy, compassion and a meaningful relationship with God.  
A.  Doors to open to love our neighbours
Loving our neighbours will look different in different churches and at different seasons in the unfolding story of each church.  

Name ways that your church currently shows that she loves her neighbours.

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
The Bible asks us to pray that God will open a door for us.  Read Colossians 4: 2-6 together.  How is your church doing in praying for “open doors’?  Explain.  In verses 5-6, what kind of behaviour is encouraged in our relationships with people of the community?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

There are different doors by which people enter into our homes.  Likewise churches use different ministries (doors) through which to invite people to be a part of her body.  In the next section, we’ve noted various diaconal ministries (doors) in which people may be invited into the church.  Through its various opportunities, may the church be a loving presence!
1. 
The Back Door: Relief Help
Most diaconates and churches are active in specific helping ways such as 

· providing physical / financial relief help to persons in need

· responding to calls for emergency assistance

Share some examples.
      Reflect on the outcome of these ministries for the person in need and the church.

      _____________________________________________________________________

      _____________________________________________________________________

2. 
The Side Door: Developing Partnerships 

Developing partnerships with groups/agencies in the community is a helpful step in making connections with people.  The church members can

· offer space for programs and groups to meet in the church building
· volunteer with community agencies to meet needs

· offer resources and physical help to an agency

Share partnership possibilities.
      How might a partnership give a volunteer an opportunity to build new relationships?          

      _____________________________________________________________________

      _____________________________________________________________________

3.
The Front Door: Building One to One, Longer-term Relationships

This doorway leads to relationships that foster mutual growth and support.  A diaconate or church   

· encourages people to enter into longer-term, self-help relationships
· encourages mentoring relationships for growth
· offers personal empowerment activities for mutual growth
Relate examples.
How might each person in a mentoring relationship benefit by a longer-term relationship?          

      _____________________________________________________________________
      _____________________________________________________________________    
4. 
The Front Door: Target Ministries (ministries for a particular group of people)
People thrive when they are part of a community.  There are various ways of building community.  They might include 
· mutual support groups (for example, parenting group and grief support group)
· personal empowerment groups  (learn budgeting, cooking and job skills)
Name some ministries with a focused population.
      What are needs of church members that are shared with others in the community?
      _____________________________________________________________________

      _____________________________________________________________________

5. 
The Patio Door: (Re)Building a Community 
A church often needs to break down barriers (us/them) that have developed in the neighbourhood.  A church must demonstrate that it is of and with the community - not just in the community.  A church can 
· sponsor community and neighbourhood socials

· participate in community dialogues about needs

Brainstorm other possibilities.
There is great value in setting up events as opportunities where church members begin to build relationships i.e. discuss neighbourhood safety.  What may be some of the outcomes when the church acts as a thriving part of the community?
      ____________________________________________________________________
      ____________________________________________________________________
6.
The Basement Door: Changing the Rules

Doorways into the community bring us face to face with serious injustices.  As we become aware of these needs we can  

· advocate with the poor about an injustice: i.e. unfair renting practices

· share our “social power” to help someone overcome obstacles

     Suggest examples.
     People are often faced with circumstances that are not of their own making and are the    

     result of unjust systems and rules.  What does it mean for our church to do justice  

     (Micah 6: 8)?__________________________________________________________
     _____________________________________________________________________
B.  The difference an open door makes

Imagine a church that prays for God’s leading and develops a vision for ministry in their community.  They might carry out one or more of the following
· provide practical, physical help to persons in need

· start 1-2 side-door ministries

· foster one-to-one relationships with people in their community

· sponsor several support groups

· create bridge events in the community

· advocate on behalf of the poor
1.  What difference would it make in the church’s relationship with the community?

     ___________________________________________________________________
     ___________________________________________________________________

2.  How would the people in the church and the people in the community be affected?
         ___________________________________________________________________
         ___________________________________________________________________

After this discussion, further questions may linger as to “How can we extend or deepen our involvement in the lives of our neighbours?” and/or “How do we respond meaningfully to the needs of our community?”

C.  Discover open doors through a helpful tool
To assist the church to look for different ways to connect with the local community, a “Community Opportunity Scan” (a tool that helps a church experience God at work in the community and discover how it might join him) opens doors to exciting ministry possibilities.  It will not only identify needs, it will also affirm the unique gifts and assets in the community and in the church.  The Scan has been used by established churches, church plants, rural congregations and urban churches.

1.  Name ways in which a COS may assist your church to know and love its neighbours!

_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________

Consider the following:

1. The church may see and hear what God is already doing in the community.

2. It may help a church understand its community.

3. It may reveal ministry opportunities.

4. It may challenge a church to become involved with its neighbours.

2.  Describe how ‘relationships are vital to meaningful community involvement’.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

An important goal for any community ministry is to assist church members to link with people in the community for longer-term relationships.  As these relationships take shape, we provide and nurture opportunities for personal sharing and mutual growth.  It is vital to provide opportunities to witness to the love of God in Jesus.  
D.  Now, review your church’s relationships with its neighbors again!
What kinds of doors are currently open to your community?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

What is the mutual value of the church’s involvement with the community?  What hinders growth in this relationship?
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Name two new steps your church can take to be involved with your community!!
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Colossians 4: 3-5: “And pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in chains.  Pray that I may proclaim it clearly as I should.  Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity.”  
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