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PREPARING THE CHURCH FOR SALT AND LIGHT MINISTRY 
Heidi Unruh 

Churches are directed to “prepare God's people for works of service” (Ephesians 4:10). Strategies for cultivating a church's readiness to participate in community ministry include: 

1. Pray for Spirit-led community ministry. Enlist dedicated people of prayer to seek that God would have his way with your church, so that our Father's will may be done more and more in Knoxville as it is in heaven (Matthew 6:10). Establish your church’s community ministry on the solid bedrock of the power and love of Jesus. As Psalm 127:1 reminds us, “Unless the LORD builds the house, its builders labor in vain.” (See the essay by Allen Haynes on p. 378, Fruitful, Fearless Ministry in the City; also see Salt & Light Ministry Prayer Points on the website.) 
2. Teach the biblical calling to community ministry. Unpack what it means to be salt and light through sermons, Bible studies, small groups, Sunday school classes, and other venues. Instill a growing understanding of the rich biblical teachings about compassion, service, and justice. Show members how love of Christ is intertwined throughout the Scriptures and church history with love of neighbor. Examine passages that speak to God’s plan for the redemption and restoration of his creation, and their applications to Knoxville. Open people's hearts and minds to God’s expectations and desires for His people in the world, “that [their] love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight” (Philippians 1:9). (The essays by local pastors starting on p. 408 can be a useful resource. See also the suggested Bible Study Resources on the website.)
3. Build a team. While most ministry ventures need the pastor on board (or at least not standing in the way) to succeed, a single leader working alone can only take the church’s ministry so far. Mobilizing initiatives gain strength, validity and longevity when they are undertaken by a team. Identify a core group of church members who are committed to loving Jesus and loving their city in Jesus' name, and who are ready to take the first step. The role of the team is to serve as the catalyst for a growing circle of people in the church and community with the vision and skills for salt and light ministry. This group can help take on the other suggestions outlined here to prepare the congregation and to launch an active ministry.
4. Get to know the ministry capacity and dreams of your congregation. Who in your church has a heart for community ministry, or has a history of volunteering for a nonprofit? Does your church body include teachers, social workers and nonprofit staff? They may have a wealth of ideas and opportunities for involvement to share with the broader congregation. Do business leaders attend your church who might be looking for effective ways to invest in community-serving programs, or to open doors for the hard-to-employ, such as people with a criminal record, or without a high school diploma? Do you have retired or unemployed individuals who yearn to do something significant with their time for the sake of the Kingdom? Find out what people in your church are available, interested, and gifted to do. Tools such as a a spiritual gift inventory or member survey can be helpful, as well as one-on-one conversations with members about their ministry vision. (See the Ministry Inventory Guide on the website.)
5. Get to know your community. "Our calling to be salt and light drives us to become students of our city. Why? Because God loves Knoxville, and the more in tune we are to the complex realities around us, the better we can serve as instruments of his love" (p. 348). Research the demographics, history, and unique characteristics of the community you desire to serve. Spend time observing the community, absorbing the sights, sounds and signs of life. Talk with a variety of residents and organizations about the needs, strengths and dreams of the community. Ask for input on the potential contribution of the church. Find out what other churches and agencies are already doing in the community, and plant the seeds of fruitful collaborative relationships. (The Salt & Light study guides available on the website can help unpack the information in the Guidebook on demographics and specific issues in Knoxville, such as children, families, and mental health. See also Resources to help you learn about your ministry context on the website.)
6. Expose church members to the needs and resources in the community. Personal motivation for ministry grows from meeting real people and hearing their stories. One particularly powerful experience is to lead a small group of members on a tour of community-serving ministries and agencies. Connect with a resident who can accompany a group of members to enjoy something special about the neighborhood, such as a nature path, art gallery or children's fair. Another idea is to host a forum at the church to allow members to interact with agency staff and neighborhood leaders. Invite church members active in community service to share their experiences with the congregation. First-hand exposure to an issue drives people to learn more.

7. Provide catalytic service experiences. A Chinese proverb instructs: “Tell me and I'll forget; show me and I may remember; involve me and I'll understand.” Give members an opportunity to try out community ministry without having to make a long-term commitment. Good first-step ventures include church-wide serve days (such as Serving Knoxville as One), short-term mission trips, youth group service "camps," fundraising events, and special holiday service projects. These kinds of experiences can boost members' confidence and interest in more ongoing community involvement. Small groups offer one useful vehicle for organizing projects. Family-friendly initiatives that allow children to serve alongside parents also can make a lasting, positive impression (see Salt & Light Ministry for Families, p. 360). For greater impact, match novice volunteers with more experienced mentors. Follow up these "toe-in-the-water" experiences with a chance to debrief with a ministry leader and opportunities to take their ministry to a deeper level. (See a list of recommended resources for service learning and training opportunities on the website.)
8. Learn about ministry models. Many great books, articles, websites, conferences and training programs are available to help a church get equipped for community ministry. Read stories about how other churches have learned to be salt and light in their city. Connect with churches in Knoxville that are on the same learning journey; one way to do this is through Compassion Coalition’s Action Learning Communities (contact the Compassion Coalition at ). Form a study group to learn about asset-based community development and prayerfully consider this approach to strengthening neighborhoods. (See a list of recommended references on community ministry resources on the website.) 
Building up a congregation's readiness for ministry can help create motivation, sustain commitment, prevent conflicts, enhance effectiveness, and add spiritual depth to community involvement. An investment of time and energy on the front end of a ministry journey helps to ensure long-term impact. 

On the other hand, getting ready to act is not a substitute for taking action! Prepare the church, find a starting place—and get going. 

This article is an expanded version of chapter 3.2, Preparing the Church for Salt & Light Ministry (p. 358​-359) in the Salt & Light Guidebook. 
3.2 Reflection Questions
· How would you assess the current state of your congregation's readiness for ministry? How is your church already involved in any of the above areas? Which steps to cultivate readiness would most benefit your church? 

· What are the advantages and disadvantages of building a ministry team rather than working through a single ministry leader? What have you learned about team-building from prior experiences (positive or negative)? 

· If your church has ever had a discouraging experience with community ministry—such as a program that never got enough congregational support to succeed—is it possible that more advance preparation might have made a difference? What does this say about how to prepare the congregation for your next ministry venture? 
· Who do you know (individual, church, or organization) that could serve as a resource to you personally or to your church as you seek to build up the church's readiness for ministry?
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