Salt & Light Resource

GUIDE TO STRENGTHENING COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS 
NETWORKING IN THE COMMUNITY 
What is networking? 

Networking is an important part of an ongoing process of building connections between church and community for the purpose of furthering local mission. It entails meeting with key individuals and organizations in the community in order to gather information and exchange ideas about your context for ministry. The goal of networking interviews is to learn from people who are knowledgeable about the community, to discover assets and needs, and to make connections that can lead to long-term relationships and fruitful ministry partnerships. 
The discipline of intentional listening encourages the church to engage in ministry with, not simply to, the community. Networking can develop the church's reputation as an entity that cares about the community and respects others. The relationships forged through networking help to build trust and shared vision. Involving church leaders in networking can also strengthen their commitment to community ministry. 
Who to network with?
Organizational contacts for networking include other churches (and non-Christian religious groups); faith-based and secular nonprofits; neighborhood associations; schools; police; government social service offices; real estate agents; business leaders; health clinics; foundations; and public officials. Seek out both "anchor institutions" that have played a key role in shaping community life and providing stability, and newer "catalyst institutions" that are on the cutting edge of change. 

Every community has its leaders — official and unofficial. Community leaders can be obstacles or assets to efforts to improve the community. They can block or open doors, cause trouble or become allies. Either way, it's important to know who they are. Besides those in formal leadership positions, get acquainted with those in the informal leadership roles of gatekeepers, caretakers, flak-catchers, and brokers (as described by Oliver Phillips, in The 12-Step Program: Steps to Starting a Compassionate Ministry Center):
· The gatekeeper is the person who decides whether or not someone "gets through the gates" of the community, the official permission-giver. If the gatekeeper says you're in, you're in. 

· The caretaker is usually the "Mama," or the "shepherd." Their home is the gathering place. 

· The flak-catcher gathers the gossip in the community, either constructively or destructively.  This person can usually tell you the "inside scoop" on what is happening in the neighborhood. 

· The broker is the person with access to influence. The broker can be identified by asking, "Suppose there is a street light that has been broken for months, and the city just has not come out and gotten it fixed. Which person is most likely to make sure it gets fixed?" 

When to network? 
Networking is often one of the first steps in church planting, helping the new congregation to be rooted in the community. These conversations should also be a foundational part of a church's process of developing a new vision for community ministry or planning a new ministry project. A networking process is also helpful if trying to reorient existing church ministries to become more externally-focused and asset-based. 
Networking with leaders is best if accompanied by many conversations with other neighborhood residents. A "community listening survey" (see p. 3) is a systematic way of gathering information about the neighborhood that also opens doors for dialogue. Networking can also complement activities designed to strengthen connections of relationship and belonging with the community (see p. 10).  

HOW TO CONDUCT NETWORKING INTERVIEWS 
Interviewing, or holding listening conversations, is best done in pairs. It's helpful if one person takes notes or records the interview while the other person asks the questions. Begin the interview by identifying yourself and your church. Explain the purpose for the interview (e.g., "Our church is exploring new ways of serving the community, and we're interested in learning more about the community and about your role here."). Afterwards, follow up with a thank-you note to show your appreciation for people's time.

Be sensitive to the spiritual and personal concerns of those you contact. Be on the lookout for hidden "family" -- brothers and sisters in Christ working for secular organizations. As it seems appropriate, you can offer to pray for or with people. 

The following questions are suggested for meetings with government officials and leaders of nonprofit agencies, schools, police, churches, civic clubs, neighborhood associations, or other groups. Also seek to identify and contact unofficial community leaders like long-time residents, community activists, and "block mamas".  You can hold one-on-one interviews, or organize a focus group conversation. 
Try to link church leaders with people in the community according to their area of ministry. The youth group leader, for example, could connect with public school principals and teachers, the director of the local Boys and Girls Club, and people associated with the juvenile court system. Also build on pre-existing points of connection with members' professional or personal relationships. For example, talk to businesses in the community who employ members of the church, or schools attended by youth in the church. 
Use the Networking Log on the next page to keep a record of your contacts, opportunities for partnerships, and follow-up ideas. The Chart of Community Needs, Assets, and Dreams and the more detailed chart in the Community Asset Inventory provide other tools for summarizing your networking learnings. 
Questions for community contacts:
1. What are the greatest assets and strengths you see here? What gives you hope when you think about this community and its future? 

2. What are your main concerns about life in this community? What do you see as the major social, economic, cultural or spiritual challenges here? 

3. What kinds of changes have you seen in the community? What seems to be getting better, what seems to be getting worse, what is just different from the past? 

4. Finish the sentence: "The most important thing for people to know about this community is ..."

5. Finish the sentence: "This community will be stronger and better for everyone when ..." 

6. How have you and your organization been working to improve life in the community? Tell us about your activities and goals. 

7. Our church is considering ways to serve this neighborhood. Do you have any suggestions? Are there Ways we might support the work of your organization or partner with your organization to serve the community? 

8. Can you recommend two other people or organizations that we should talk to, to help us learn more about this community? 
COMMUNITY LISTENING SURVEY

A survey is a systematic way of gathering information about the neighborhood that also opens doors for dialogue. The most important skill in an effective survey ministry is to be a good listener. Surveys are best conducted door-to-door by pairs of church members. This creates opportunities for your congregation to develop personal relationships with residents in the process. If most church members are not from your community of ministry, it is a good idea to pair a church member with a local resident who knows the people in the community. 
Note that this survey asks people to describe what they like about the community, not only the problems. It also asks people what interests and gifts they might have to share with others. Through this conversation, your church may discover community leaders and ministry partners. These questions can also be a step toward bringing people together to discern a community vision – "a process through which any community can develop a picture or series of pictures for its future" (Jay Van Groningen, Communities First). 
It may help to practice giving the survey to one another until you are comfortable asking the questions, wording them in a way that feels natural to your context. Do not ask to come in to people's homes. Many people are, rightfully, uncomfortable talking with strangers let alone inviting them into their home. If you encounter someone who is reluctant to participate, end the survey early and graciously rather than prolong an unwelcome intrusion on their time. It is more important to make a positive connection with residents than to comply with the survey format.

Although the primary purpose of the survey is not evangelistic, you can be sensitive to the spiritual and personal needs of the people you contact. If people have immediate needs, you can ask how the church might be able to help. If you offer prayer or aid, however, be sure that you follow up and keep your promises! Enlist volunteers to pray for the needs revealed by the survey.

DO wear a name badge or give the person surveyed a contact card to identify the members of your survey team. However, DON'T convey the impression that the ulterior purpose of the survey is to recruit people to your church (because it's not!). If you want to lay the foundation for future contacts, one non-intrusive  option is to coordinate the timing of the survey with a special event — like a church barbeque or a concert — and invite the people you survey to participate. Later, follow up with a thank-you note to residents who completed the survey to show your appreciation for their time.

On the next page is a sample survey. The questions are open-ended, with space for survey-takers to write in people's responses. You can adapt or add questions as appropriate. For example, you can list several possible initiatives that are being considered by the church and ask people for feedback: "Our church is considering getting involved by ...... in this neighborhood. Do you have any suggestions for how you'd like to see us do this?" Warning: Only ask this sort of question if your church is, in fact, on track to develop a community ministry. Otherwise, you risk damaging your reputation in the community by generating false expectations.

After gathering sufficient surveys, compile a report of the major themes that were expressed, which you can share with church and community leaders. The tools, "Community Asset Inventory" and "Community Needs, Assets and Dreams" provide tools for summarizing key information. In particular, take note of people who indicate they would like you to follow up with them about working together to benefit the community (see the last question on the survey). 

Community Survey
tc \l1 "Community Survey
Hello, my name is  ..................................  and I'm with  .............................................  church. We are conducting a survey of residents to help us learn more about this community. The information will be used by our church to help us plan how we can be involved in positive ways with the neighborhood. 

Name: ____________________________   Address: __________________________________

Length of time lived in this community: _______________________
1.  What do you like best about this community? What makes this a good place to live?

   
________________________________________________________________________
   
________________________________________________________________________
   
________________________________________________________________________
2.  What are one or two changes you'd like to see that could make life better in this community? 

   
________________________________________________________________________
   
________________________________________________________________________
   
________________________________________________________________________
3.  What are some ways a caring church or community group could help make a difference in this neighborhood? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
4.  Can you share a story about a time when people in this neighborhood helped one another out? 


Or about an organization that is having a positive impact on the neighborhood? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
5.  Do you or your family participate in any local clubs, groups, or organizations? (for example: sports league, school booster club, church, Boy/Girl Scouts) 


________________________________________________________________________
6.  Is there any way we as a church can specifically pray for you? 


________________________________________________________________________
7.   Would you like us to be in touch with you about working together to benefit the community? 
( No   ( Yes  If Yes: Phone: _________________
Email: ________________________
Thank you for sharing your time and opinions! 
NETWORKING LOG
Record information about each networking visit. Note ideas for potential partnerships and directions for follow up (prayer requests, materials to send, service ideas, etc.). 

	Name of Contact Person
	Institution 
	Address
	Phone #
	Name(s) of Networker(s)
	Date of Contact
	Notes / Follow-up Ideas

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


COMMUNITY NEEDS, ASSETS AND DREAMS

Use this chart to identify opportunities for expressing God's love in a community. This can be a helpful preparatory step in a ministry discernment process. 
	
	Needs 
Problems facing the community
	Assets 

Resources in the community 
	Dreams
Hopes, goals identified by the community 

	Dimensions of well-being:

	Physical / financial 

EXAMPLE
	· Families run out of food at the end of the month

· Lack of insurance
	· Food pantries 

· YMCA - gym and exercise facilities
	· Community garden

· Sliding scale health clinic

	Physical / financial 

e.g. health, sufficiency, safety, access to capital 
	
	
	

	Relational / emotional
e.g. families, mental health, racial reconciliation
	
	
	

	Environmental
e.g. natural environment, urban planning, aesthetics
	
	
	

	Educational / vocational
e.g. education, jobs, entrepreneurship
	
	
	

	Spiritual
e.g. salvation, spiritual nurture, faith community
	
	
	

	Special populations:

	Poor
	
	
	

	Single-parent families 
	
	
	

	Immigrants / refugees
	
	
	

	Prisoners / former prisoners and families 
	
	
	

	Homeless 
	
	
	

	Sick / disabled
	
	
	

	Children / youth 
	
	
	

	College / young adult
	
	
	

	Elderly
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	


This chart is indebted to Rick Rusaw and Eric Swanson, The Externally Focused Church (Group, 2004), p. 166.

COMMUNITY ASSET INVENTORY

A community study is like a treasure hunt, discovering assets that often go hidden or unrecognized. Assets include gifts, resources, knowledge, capital or capacities that enable individuals and neighborhoods to experience life as God intended. The power of hidden assets is unleashed by connecting entities with similar goals and passions. Look for assets belonging to three types of entities: individuals (residents, leaders), institutions (for-profit, non-profit, and public organizations) and associations (clubs, coalitions, networks, and other groups). (See Jay Van Groningen, "An Introduction to Asset-Based Community Development for Church Leaders", on fastennetwork.org.) 

Use this form to help track the God-given potential in the community (this form can be used to supplement the Networking Log; see also the tools Community Needs, Assets and Dreams, and Connecting Community Assets): 
· Name of the individual, organization or association; representative contact person (if organization or group); and contact information.

· Contact: Person in the church who has a relationship with this entry, or would be the best person to make the connection.  

· Connections: Relationships that this entry has with other persons, organizations or groups in the community or in the church's network. 

· Assets & resources: Tangible or intangible resources that this entry has available to share with others for the good of the community. 

· Interests & ideas: Opportunities or dreams for improving the community represented by this contact. 

· Notes: Include possibilities for follow-up.  
COMMUNITY ASSET INVENTORY

Community: ____________________________________

	Name & 

Contact Info

	Team or Church Contact

	Connections

	Assets & Resources

	Interests & Ideas

	Notes


	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


COMMUNITY ASSET INVENTORY [examples]
	
	Name & Contact Info
	Team or Church Contact
	Connections
	Assets & Resources
	Interests & Ideas
	Notes

	Individuals 
	Mary Smith

123 Elm

123-4567

msmith@email.com
	John Doe


	· Mary is the aunt of John's neighbor 

· Works in the middle school cafeteria
	· Committed Christian

· long-time resident, knows everyone

· loves to cook
	· Interested in starting women's Bible study

· Wants to see more after-school activities for middle school youth
	· John met with Mary on 1/2/03 

· Connect Mary with our women's Bible study leader 

	Organizations / Institutions 
	Little Ones Day Care
Director: Ann Zyx

999 Oak

765-4321

www.littleones.com
	Jane Brown
	· Affiliated with Second Baptist Church 
· Little Ones serves a family helped by our church's food pantry

· A work team from our church helped paint their nursery 
	· Serves 35 neighborhood children 

· Great playground

· Second Baptist Church uses the site for child care during church activities 
	· Sees a need for parenting classes 

· Site for hosting child development resource fair? 
	· Invite director to be part of steering committee for resource fair 

	Associations / Groups
	Youth Basketball League

Head Coach: Jack Jones


	Youth pastor 
	· Started by high school basketball coach (a Christian) 

· Held at YMCA 

· Funded by the Foundation for Youth
	· Parents are volunteer coaches

· Youth sign pledge to put education first 

· Team members can teach basketball skills to younger kids
	· Open to adding devotional component

· Youth need tutors & mentors 
	· Arrange a listening conversation with Jack 


IDEAS FOR BUILDING COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

Are you doing ministry to your community or with the community? Your church can have a greater, more lasting impact if you have a connection with residents that goes beyond service projects or outreach events. Strengthen this connection by building bridges of relationship and belonging.  

Building Bridges of Relationship 
In strong communities, people know one another and help one another out in neighborly ways. Churches can nurture relationships by bringing people together around things that they enjoy or care about. The following ideas for community-wide activities can help your congregation get to know residents better, affirm their gifts, and celebrate life together. Building bridges of relationship can be fun! 

	Activity
	Notes on how this might work for your church 

	Block party with community pot luck or BBQ
	

	Home dinner party exchanges
	

	Family game nights 
	

	Town meeting to address a community concern
	

	Community newsletter & coupon booklet
	

	"Blessings Barter" goods and services exchange
	

	Block chaplains / prayer partners
	

	Community-wide yard sale
	

	Talent show
	

	Spelling bee
	

	Appreciation service for public servants (teachers, police, garbage collectors, etc.)
	

	Cultural heritage festival
	

	"Mini-Olympics" or sports tournament 


	

	Community garden
	

	Your idea: 
	


For more ideas see the workbook Communities First: Community Strengthening by Jay Van Groningen (CRWRC, 2005). 
Building Bridges of Belonging
How can your church cultivate a deeper sense of belonging to the community and a growing commitment to its well-being? Following are some ideas for helping the congregation to think about members of the community as “our people.” 

· Create a "community affairs" bulletin board with notices of local events, newspaper clippings relevant to the community, information about services and programs of benefit to the community, etc. 

· Encourage congregational patronage of the local economy by distributing lists of restaurants and shops, and by purchasing church supplies and services from community businesses. Start a tradition of eating together after church at a local restaurant once a month or so. 

· Bring a group from the congregation to attend cultural or sports events sponsored by the community. 

· Plan joint events with other local churches or organizations, such as a Harvest party, softball game or Easter egg hunt. 

· Form a "crisis response team" that is ready to respond compassionately when tragedy strikes in the community — for example, by bringing meals to a family that has lost a child, organizing a prayer vigil at the site of a shooting, or donating household items after a fire. 

· Set aside a portion of the funds used for internal church care toward a related need in the community — for example, donate a portion of the building fund to a homeless shelter; the budget for children's ministry may include items for a local day care; a fellowship meal can be combined with a food drive.  

· Offer the church building to host community meetings and events.
· Encourage church members to report job openings in their place of employment, and distribute this list to local employment offices. 

· Move church events outside the church building, into the community: Sunday school class or committee meetings at a coffee shop, VBS in a local park, youth group at a rec center.

· Organize "field trips" from the congregation to points of interest in the community such as a museum, tourist attraction, historical site, or entertainment center. 

· Include special events, volunteer opportunities and prayer points related to the community in the church newsletter, bulletin, and calendar.  

· If your church is partnering with a local organization for a Faith in Action service project, invite a representative to a Sunday service to share a brief introduction to their organization. 

· Host a "community forum" with representatives from service agencies and other community leaders (see suggestions for contacting leaders in the "Networking Interviews" tool on the CD). 
· Some communities have a directory of service organizations, cultural sites, government offices, and elected officials.  If your community does not have this, consider working collaboratively with local contacts to create one. Make the directory available to the congregation. 
· [Your idea:] _____________________________________________________________________

Which three ideas seem most exciting, achievable, and attractive to your context?

� Name, contact person (if organization or group), and pertinent contact information (address, phone, email, etc.)


� Contact: Person on the team or in the church who has a relationship with this entry, or would be the best person to make the connection.  


� Connections: Relationships that this entry has with other persons, organizations or groups in the community or in the church's network. 


� Assets & resources: Tangible or intangible resources that this entry has available to share with others for the good of the community. 


� Interests & ideas: Opportunities or dreams for improving the community presented by this entry. 


� Notes: Include contact history and ideas for follow-up.  





