Compassion Ministry Resources

Community Listening &
Ministry Opportunity Guide

A practical tool for understanding people, strengths, barriers, resources, and ministry

opportunities before you build

Listen first. Learn humbly. Plan wisely.
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Purpose of This Guide

This guide helps a church or ministry team learn about the people and place it hopes to serve
before choosing a new compassion ministry or expanding an existing one. It is designed to
replace guesswork with prayer, listening, current information, community relationships, and
thoughtful observation.

You do not need to become a researcher. You do need enough understanding to recognize
what is already strong, what is difficult to access, what needs are repeated, who is trusted,
and where your church may be able to serve faithfully without duplicating good work that is
already happening.

The Main Question

Where can our church join God’s work in a way that is needed, welcomed, wise, and

sustainable?

How This Guide Is Different

[ ] Begins with community strengths and trusted relationships, not only problems.

[ ] Uses several kinds of evidence: public data, local voices, observation, and partner
knowledge.

[ ] Includes modern concerns such as digital access, transportation, housing pressure,
caregiving, language access, disability access, and online communication.

[ ] Builds in privacy, dignity, safety, and lived-experience safeguards.

[ ] Ends with a ministry opportunity test rather than jumping directly from need to
program.

Scripture for the Process

Pray through Jeremiah 29:7, Matthew 9:36, Philippians 2:4, and James 1:5 as you seek the
good of your community with compassion and wisdom.

Before You Begin

[] Choose a small team that can listen without defending a predetermined ministry idea.
[] Set a realistic time frame —often three to six weeks is enough for an initial study.
[ ] Decide how findings will be shared with church or ministry leadership.

[ ] Keep names and private personal stories out of the study notes unless there is a clear
reason and permission to record them.
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1. Draw Your Ministry Circle

Start by defining the community you are trying to understand. A clear boundary keeps the
study manageable and helps you compare information that actually refers to the same place
or group.
Our ministry circle is primarily:

[ ] A neighborhood or group of neighborhoods

[] A town or city

[] A county or rural region

[T A school district or school attendance area

[ ] A specific people group or life circumstance

[]1 Another clearly defined community:

Describe the community or people group in one or two sentences:

Why are we studying this community now?

What do we already think we know?

Write your assumptions before the study. Later, mark which ones were confirmed,
corrected, or left unanswered.
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2. Build a Listening Team

A good study team includes different kinds of knowledge. Try not to fill the team only with
people who think alike or who all know the community in the same way.

Connection to
Team Member Strength / Perspective Study Assignment

Community

Perspectives to include when possible:
[1 A church or ministry leader
[] Someone who lives or works in the community
[1 A person with lived experience related to the need being explored
[1 A school, workforce, healthcare, or community-service contact
[ ] Someone who understands local businesses or employers

[] A person comfortable reviewing public information and online resources

A Helpful Rule

Do not ask one person to represent an entire population. Listen for patterns across several
voices and sources.

Community Listening & Ministry Opportunity Guide | 4



Compassion Ministry Resources

3. Create a Community Snapshot

Use current public information to build a simple snapshot. Collect only what helps your
ministry discernment. The goal is not to fill every blank; it is to notice patterns that affect
people’s ability to thrive or access help.

People & Households

Population change; age groups; household size; single-parent or multigenerational
households; languages; veterans; older adults; children.

Work & Income

Major employers; employment patterns; wages; unemployment or underemployment; work
schedules; childcare demands; transportation to work.

Education & Skills

High school completion; adult literacy or equivalency needs; ESL; workforce credentials;
digital skills; postsecondary access.

Housing & Stability

Rent or home-cost pressure; homelessness or temporary housing; utilities; neighborhood
change; eviction concerns; accessible housing.

Health & Caregiving

Healthcare access; disability; mental and behavioral health needs; caregiving; senior care;
recovery supports; maternal and family health.
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Transportation & Access

Public transportation; distance to services; walkability; rural travel time; disability access;
safe routes; vehicle dependence.

Food & Basic Needs

Grocery access; food assistance; meal programs; emergency help; clothing; hygiene items;
diapers; utility assistance.

Digital Connection

Home internet availability; affordability concerns; device access; comfort using online forms,
telehealth, job applications, and school systems.

Snapshot Review

Which conditions appear to be improving, worsening, or changing?

Which barriers seem to affect several needs at the same time?

What do we need to ask residents or local partners to understand these patterns better?
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4. Use Current Data Without Letting Data Tell the Whole Story

Numbers can show patterns that individual conversations may miss. Conversations can

explain realities that numbers cannot. Use both.

U.S. Census Bureau / American
Community Survey

FCC National Broadband Map

USDA Food Access Research Atlas

CDC PLACES

Local school, workforce, city/county,

and community reports

Population, households, income,
education, employment, housing,
language, disability, internet
subscription

Internet service availability and

coverage patterns

Geographic access to food retailers

Selected local health indicators

Local trends, services, enrollment,
employment, transportation,

housing, and planning

Only the indicators relevant to your
ministry question

Areas where digital access may affect
participation
Areas where distance or retailer

access may create barriers

Health patterns that may affect

ministry access or referrals

Recent trends and locally identified

priorities

Tip: Use the newest information available, but do not treat a single statistic as a ministry decision. Compare

data with what residents and local partners are experiencing.

Three patterns the data suggest:

Three questions the data cannot answer for us:
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5. Discover Community Strengths Before Naming Gaps

Compassion ministry should notice what the community already has—not just what it lacks.
Strengths may be formal organizations, informal networks, trusted people, businesses,
gathering places, skills, traditions, or neighbors who consistently help others.

How Could We Learn From or Partner
With It?

Community Strength / Asset Who Uses or Trusts It?

Look especially for:
[ ] Trusted people who connect others to help

Churches and ministries already serving consistently

Schools, libraries, colleges, workforce centers, and health providers
Local businesses willing to hire, donate, teach, or mentor
Neighborhood groups, civic clubs, and volunteer networks

Public spaces where people naturally gather

Skills and leadership already present among the people you hope to serve
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6. Listen Directly to the Community

Short, respectful conversations often reveal more than a long survey. Ask open questions
and avoid leading people toward the ministry idea your team already prefers.

Privacy & Dignity

Do not ask for sensitive personal details simply because someone is willing to talk. Explain
why you are asking questions, how the information will be used, and whether names will
be recorded. For group planning, anonymous themes are usually enough.

Five-Question Community Conversation

1. What is one thing you value about this community?

2. What makes everyday life harder for people here than outsiders may realize?

3. What help or opportunity is difficult to find, reach, afford, or trust?

4. Who or what organizations are already doing good work that people respect?

5. If a church wanted to be genuinely helpful, what would you want it to understand

before starting something new?
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7. Talk With Community Partners and Front-Line Leaders

People who serve the community every day can help your team see patterns, referral gaps,
duplication, and practical obstacles. These conversations are also an early way to build trust
and partnership.

Partner Conversation Questions

[ ] What needs are you seeing repeatedly right now?

[ ] Which needs are being met well, and by whom?

[ ] Where do people fall through the cracks?

[ ] What keeps people from using services that already exist?

[ 1] Which groups are hardest to reach or are often overlooked?

[ ] What would make a new church-based effort genuinely useful rather than duplicative?
[ ] What referrals, training, or partnerships would be important for safety and quality?

[ ] Who else should we listen to before making a decision?

Community Partner Listening Log

Person / Organization What We Learned Follow-Up / Possible Partnership
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8. Experience the Community as a Participant

Observation is useful when it is respectful and purposeful. Instead of “inspecting” a
neighborhood, experience ordinary access: travel a route, visit public spaces, notice signage,
parking, transit, technology requirements, hours of operation, and how difficult it may be for
someone with limited time, money, mobility, English, or internet access to complete a basic
task.

Access Walk / Access Drive
[ ] How far must someone travel for groceries, healthcare, job help, classes, or public
services?
[] Can a person without a car realistically reach important services?
[] Are buildings, restrooms, parking areas, and entrances accessible to people with
disabilities?
[ 1 Do hours conflict with common work schedules or school pickup times?
[] Are online forms or appointments required? What happens to someone without reliable
internet or a device?
[] Are instructions available in the languages commonly spoken in the community?
[ ] Do signs, security procedures, or the environment feel welcoming and understandable to
a first-time visitor?

[ ] What would make access easier?

What surprised us?
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9. Map Services, Gaps, and Referral Needs

A ministry gap is not simply “a need exists.” A useful gap is a repeated need that is not
adequately addressed because help is unavailable, difficult to access, unaffordable,
unknown, culturally mismatched, over capacity, or outside the reach of the people who need

1t.
Need / Barrier What Already Exists | Why Access Still Fails | Possible Church Role Refer / Partner?

Do Not Confuse Need With Fit

A real community need may still be outside your church’s calling, skills, safety capacity,
finances, or appropriate role. Some of the best ministry decisions are partnerships and

referrals rather than new programs.
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10. Understand Trust, Culture, and Belonging

People decide whether to participate in a ministry based on more than whether the service is
useful. Trust, dignity, communication, culture, prior experiences, and the feeling of being
welcomed all matter.

How do people in the community generally view our church or churches like ours?

What might make someone hesitate to walk into our building or ask us for help?

What language, cultural, literacy, disability, or technology considerations should shape

communication?

Are our hours, location, rules, and registration processes realistic for the people we hope

to serve?

How can participants contribute their own strengths, leadership, ideas, and feedback

rather than remaining only recipients?

What would dignity look like in the way we welcome, serve, follow up, photograph, tell

stories, and ask for information?
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11. Identify Ministry Opportunities

Now bring the information together. Name several possible responses without deciding

immediately which one must become a ministry.

Possible Response Need Community Church Fit Safety / Referral Sustainable?
Welcome Readiness

A strong first opportunity usually has most of these qualities:

[] The need was confirmed by more than one source.
People affected by the need see value in the proposed response.

The church has relevant strengths or can develop them responsibly.

]
]
] The ministry can define clear boundaries and referral pathways.
] A small pilot can be attempted without overpromising.

]

The effort can be sustained without depending on one exhausted leader.
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12. Test Before You Build

Before creating a full program, test the idea in a small and responsible way. A pilot helps
you learn whether the need, format, location, schedule, volunteers, communication, and
partnerships actually work in real life.

Our 30-Day Validation Step
[ ] Hold one listening session with people who would use the ministry.
[] Visit or interview a ministry already doing similar work.
[] Try one class, meal, resource event, mentoring orientation, or information session.
[ ] Ask a partner organization to review the idea and identify risks or duplication.
[] Test the location, transportation, childcare, technology, and schedule assumptions.

[ ] Gather simple feedback before deciding whether to continue, change, partner, or stop.

What will we test?

What would tell us the idea needs to change?

What would tell us the idea is ready for fuller planning?
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13. Community Listening Summary

The strongest assets we discovered are:

The most repeated needs or barriers are:

The people or groups most affected are:

The services that already exist and should not be duplicated are:

The partnerships or referral relationships we should build are:

The assumptions our team had to change are:

The ministry opportunities that appear most promising are:

The questions we still need to answer are:
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14. Move From Listening to Planning

The community study is complete enough when your team can explain the people you hope
to serve, the repeated need, the strengths already present, the barriers to access, the
organizations already involved, and why a particular church response may be appropriate.

Before moving into a ministry plan, can we say yes to these?

[ ] We listened to people in the community, not only church members.

[ ] We used more than one source of information.

[ ] We identified community strengths as well as needs.

[ ] We know what is already being offered locally.

[ ] We considered transportation, schedules, disability access, language, digital access,
privacy, and dignity.

[ ] We know which needs require referral to trained professionals or established agencies.
[ ] We have not promised services before leadership, safety, funding, and capacity are
ready.

[ ] We can name one realistic opportunity to carry into the church/ministry assets
assessment and planning process.

Recommended Next Step

Complete your Church / Ministry Assets Assessment. Then compare community need
with the people, facilities, leadership, skills, finances, partnerships, and safety capacity
your church can realistically bring. Only after those two pictures are clear should the team
complete the Compassion Ministry Planning Guide.

Closing Prayer

Lord, thank You for the people and strengths You have allowed us to see. Give us humility
about what we still do not understand. Keep us from building around assumptions or pride.
Show us where we can serve faithfully, where we should partner, and where we should
simply listen longer. Give us wisdom to protect dignity, build trust, and respond to real
needs with the compassion and hope of Christ. Amen.
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Quick Reference: Current Information Sources

These public tools can help a ministry team gather a current community snapshot. Websites

and data products change over time, so use the latest available release and confirm local

conditions through conversations with people who live and work in the community.

What It Can Add Web / Local Source

U.S. Census Bureau - American

Community Survey

FCC National Broadband Map

USDA Economic Research Service —
Food Access Research Atlas

CDC PLACES

Local Sources

Social, economic, housing,
demographic, language, disability,
and

education, employment,

internet-subscription information.

Reported broadband availability and
coverage by location.

Geographic food-access indicators

and retailer-access mapping.

Local health estimates for counties,
places, census tracts, and ZIP Code
Tabulation Areas.

School district reports, workforce

agencies, community colleges,

hospitals,  libraries,  city/county
planning departments, chambers of
established

comimerce, and

community organizations.
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https://data.census.gov/

https://broadbandmap.fcc.gov/

https://www .ers.usda.gov/data-
products/food-access-research-atlas/

https://www.cdc.gov/places/

Use the most current local source
available.

Created to help churches and ministry teams listen well, understand their communities, and serve with
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wisdom, dignity, and hope.
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