Compassion Ministry
Boundaries Guide

A practical guide for serving with wisdom, safety, and grace

Purpose of This Resource

Compassion ministry often begins with a sincere desire to help. But without wise boundaries, even good intentions can become
confusing, unsafe, exhausting, or harmful. This guide helps churches, nonprofits, community ministries, recovery ministries,
reentry ministries, food ministries, mentoring programs, educational ministries, senior adult ministries, family support ministries,
and other compassion ministries establish healthy boundaries for serving men, women, children, families, and neighbors in need.

A Simple Definition
A boundary is a clear line that helps people know what is safe, wise, appropriate, and sustainable. Boundaries protect the people
being served, the volunteers who serve, the leaders who carry responsibility, and the long-term health of the ministry.

Core Truth

Boundaries are not a lack of compassion.
Boundaries help compassion remain safe, wise, consistent, and sustainable. They allow a ministry to love people well without
creating dependency, confusion, favoritism, burnout, or unnecessary risk.
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Why Boundaries Matter

Many compassion ministries serve people who have experienced crisis, poverty, trauma, addiction, incarceration, grief,
homelessness, family instability, loneliness, or long-term discouragement. These needs are real, and the call to serve is holy.
At the same time, hurting people may have complex needs that require wisdom, teamwork, and sometimes professional help.
Healthy boundaries help a ministry respond with both tenderness and clarity.

Without Clear Boundaries With Clear Boundaries

Volunteers may try to carry needs they are not equipped to carry. Volunteers understand their role and know when to ask for help.

Participants may receive different answers depending on who they Participants experience consistency, fairness, and trust.

ask.

Leaders may feel pressure to say yes to every request. Leaders can make decisions based on the mission, policy, and
safety.

Relationships may become emotionally confusing or overly Relationships can remain caring, respectful, and appropriate.

dependent.

Burnout, resentment, and mission drift can grow quietly. The ministry can serve with steadiness over time.

Leadership Reminder
Healthy boundaries should be taught before there is a crisis. Volunteers need to know what to do, what not to do, who to contact,
and how decisions are made. Boundaries should be part of orientation, team meetings, and ongoing training.
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Common Boundary Areas

Hach ministry will need its own written policies. Use this chart as a starting point for conversation with your leadership team,
church, board, or sponsoring organization.

Boundary Area

Examples of Wise Practice

Money Can volunteers give money, pay bills, loan money, Avoid personal loans. Use ministry-approved assistance
or buy personal items? processes when available.

Transportation Who may transport participants? What approvals, Use written permission, approved drivers, and clear
insurance, and safety rules are required? pickup/drop-off guidelines.

Communication When and how may volunteers communicate with Use ministry-approved communication channels, hours,
participants? and supervision.

Confidentiality What information must be protected? What must be | Keep stories private, but report safety risks, abuse
reported? concerns, or threats according to policy and law.

Social Media May volunteers connect personally with participants | Consider ministry pages or approved groups rather than

online?

personal friend requests.

Home Visits

Are home visits allowed? Who approves them?

Use two-person teams, leadership approval, and safety
procedures.

Gifts What gifts are allowed? How can favoritism be Use ministry-wide gift guidelines and avoid secret or
avoided? unequal giving.
Counseling What can volunteers discuss, and when should they | Volunteers can listen and encourage but should not act

refer?

as licensed counselors unless qualified and approved.
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What Volunteers Should and Should Not Do

Volunteers are often the front door of compassion ministry. Their warmth, consistency, and respect can help build trust.
Clear expectations help volunteers serve without trying to become saviors, counselors, case managers, financial providers, or

rescuers.
Welcome people with dignity and respect. Promise outcomes the ministry cannot provide.
Listen, encourage, pray when appropriate, and point people to Pressure a participant to share personal details.
hope.
Follow the ministry plan, schedule, and role description. Create their own separate plan without leadership approval.
Report concerns to the ministry leader. Keep serious safety concerns secret.
Use approved resources and referral lists. Try to solve complex legal, medical, financial, or mental health
issues alone.
Model consistency, humility, and grace. Rescue, control, shame, or become overly involved.
A Helpful Phrase

The volunteer role is to walk with people in the part of the journey the ministry is called and equipped to serve. Volunteers are not
asked to carry every need, fix every problem, or become the answer to every crisis.

Compassion Ministry Resources - Compassion Ministry Boundaries Guide



When to Say No and When to Refer

Saying no can feel uncomfortable in compassion ministry, but a wise no can protect everyone involved. A ministry may need
to say no to a request that is unsafe, outside the mission, beyond volunteer training, financially unwise, or better handled by a
qualified professional or agency.

A ministry may need to say no when:

* The request places a volunteer, participant, child, family member, or leader at risk.
* The request requires professional expertise the ministry does not have.

* The request would create dependency rather than healthy support.

* The request bypasses established policies or favors one person unfairly.

* The request asks a volunteer to provide money, housing, transportation, childcare, counseling, or legal advice outside approved
guidelines.

* The request pulls the ministry away from its mission and capacity.

A ministry should consider referral when:

e There is a threat of harm to self or others.

* There are signs of abuse, neglect, domestic violence, trafficking, or child endangerment.

* There are urgent mental health, medical, legal, housing, addiction, or safety needs.

* A participant needs case management, counseling, treatment, legal services, or emergency assistance beyond the ministry role.
Important Note

Each ministry should know its local reporting requirements, safety procedures, and referral partners. Leaders should not guess in
serious situations. When safety is at stake, follow law, policy, and appropriate professional guidance.
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Boundary Decision Tool

Use these questions when a request feels complicated, emotional, urgent, or unclear. This tool can be used by a ministry
leader, volunteer team, advisory group, church staff, or nonprofit board.

Is this request connected to our mission and ministry purpose?
Are we equipped and authorized to respond to this need?

Does this request create a safety concern for anyone involved?

] Would saying yes create favoritism, secrecy, dependency, or confusion?
] Does this request require professional help or a community referral?
] Have we followed our written policies and leadership process?

Would we be comfortable explaining this decision to our leadership team?

[
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] Is there a compassionate way to say no while still offering dignity, prayer, encouragement, or referral?

Sample Boundary Phrases
Situation Possible Words to Use

Money request I care about what you are facing. I am not able to give or loan
personal money, but I can help you talk with our ministry leader
about available resources.

After-hours contact I want to honor you and serve wisely. I respond to ministry
messages during our regular ministry hours. If this is an emergency,
please contact emergency services or the appropriate crisis
resource.

Counseling need I am glad you trusted me with this. This is important, and I want
you to have the right kind of help. Let me connect you with
someone qualified to walk with you in this area.

Unsafe request I cannot say yes to that because safety matters. I do want to help
you think through a safer next step.
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Build a Simple Boundary Plan

Do not wait until a difficult situation happens to decide what your ministry believes, allows, and requires. Use this page to
begin drafting a simple boundary plan for your ministry.

Ministry Boundary Planning Worksheet

Ministry name:

People we serve:

Primary ministry activities:

Communication guidelines:

Transportation guidelines:

Money and gift guidelines:

Confidentiality guidelines:

Safety concerns to report
immediately:

Referral partners/resources:

Person volunteers should contact
with questions:
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Leader and Team Review

Use this checklist to strengthen your ministry before problems atise. Healthy boundary work is not a one-time conversation.
It should become part of your ministry culture.

We have written volunteer role descriptions.
We explain boundaries during volunteer orientation.
We have a clear process for participant requests for money, transportation, food, housing, or emergency help.

We have confidentiality guidelines in writing.

[]

[]

[]

[]

[ 1 We know what situations must be reported immediately.

[ ] We have a list of referral partners for needs beyond our ministry.

[ ] We do not expect volunteers to serve alone in complicated or unsafe situations.
[ ] We review difficult situations as a leadership team and learn from them.

[ ] We help volunteers understand that compassion and clarity belong together.

[

] We pray for wisdom, discernment, courage, humility, and love.

Closing Encouragement

Compassion ministry is sacred work. People who are hurting need love, patience, truth, encouragement, and practical help. They
also need ministries that are safe, steady, honest, and wise. Healthy boundaries help a ministry continue serving with grace for the
long road ahead.
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