ENGAGING IN MINISTRY WITH THE POOR
Ministry with the poor will mobilize United Methodists to reduce poverty and embrace the poor as valued members of the family of faith.
I. Introduction
a. Who we are

i. John Edgar
ii. Donita Harris
b. Our topic is “Engaging in ministry with the poor”.

i. One of the four foci

ii. Engaging in ministry with the poor is central to who we are

1. This is at the essence of Christ’s ministry and the gospel

2. Ministry with the poor is also at the core of Wesleyan movement

c. Poverty is a very broad topic with domestic and global implications

d. For the next 75 minutes we intend to focus on opportunities for hands on ministry with persons who are poor and marginalized.

i. There are all sorts of opportunities in your own communities

ii. Every district and every annual conference can be in ministry with folks who are poor.

e. As we share we will draw primarily upon our own experiences at United Methodist Church for All People (C4AP).

i. An inner city church launched 6 years ago in Columbus, Ohio.

ii. We have distributed a handout that provides a written description of our church and community development corporation.  This is a piece that was recently shared across the state of Ohio by the governor’s office of faith based initiatives.

iii. This is one of the most diverse United Methodist congregations in terms of income, social class and race.

iv. We are engaged in a broad range of ministries with poor and marginalized people through the church and our sister organization, Community Development for All People (CD4AP).

1. We hold worship services 4 days each week.  The services are lively and center on personal testimony.

2. Our core affirmation is “God loves you just the way you are, and God is not finished with you yet.”

3. Two thirds of our congregation is low income with about 15% of the members being homeless.

4. More than half of the folks who come to worship each week is African American.

5. We provide a broad range of direct services including community meals, addiction support groups, and our flagship ministry:  The United Methodist Free Store.
6. Our church grew out of the direct services we do with low income folks.  This is the only such case of which we are aware.

7. We will share more throughout our presentation about our efforts in community development, especially health care and housing.

II. Our primary goal is to set before you an invitation to engage in ministry with the poor that is so attractive you will each decide to respond and make this one of your highest priorities as you live into your new roles and district superintendents and council directors.
a. We assume you are already sympathetic to this outcome.

b. However, ministry with the poor is no longer something that we as United Methodists do well in most situations.

c. This problem is especially acute in the annual conferences in the United States of America.

d. We do ministry for the poor, to the poor or upon the poor.  Sadly we rarely authentically engage in ministry with people who are poor and marginalized.

III. To bring this struggle into sharper focus, we invite you consider your own situation.

a. How are you engaged in ministry with the poor?
i. List the ways.

ii. What have are you doing now?

iii. What have you done in the past?

b. How much time did you spend in the last week engaged with poor folks or those who are marginalized?  What about last month or all of this past year?

c. There are simple ways to assess whether you are actually engaged with persons or merely doing things for or to them.

i. Do you have poor folks inside your home as your guests?

ii. As you engage, are you sitting together at table, sharing common meals?

iii. Do you know the names of these folks as you ministry with them?

iv. Do get together to jointly plan and evaluate, or is your only contact when you do something for/to them?

v. Do you share emotionally in their joys and in sorrows?  How often to you laugh or cry with the poor you are serving?

vi. Do you pray with these individuals?  Do you ask them to pray on your behalf? 
vii. What price do you pay personally?  What is your sacrifice as you engage in these ministries?
d. There will be an opportunity at the conclusion of our presentation for you to discuss your answers to these questions during the small group discussion period.

IV. The reason that so many of us struggle to effectively engage in ministry with the poor is rooted in the simple fact that most United Methodists, especially her in the United States are not poor nor are we pushed to the margins of society.

a. We have become primarily a denomination of middle class and working class folks.

i. We live in a society that fosters separation based on class, income and ethnicity.
ii. As a result we do not spend much time with folks who are poor.

iii. This separation chronically breeds alienation, prejudice, fear and anxiety.

iv. All of this then leads to even further divisions.

b. There is a chasm that separates as United Methodists from folks who are poor.

i. This is sadly our current reality.

ii. This is the position of sin from which we are called to engage in ministry with folks who are relegated to the margins.

V. To move forward to a preferred future requires intentional actions.  

a. We want to share specific practical recommendations, so you can make significant forward progress in achieving this essential focus of ministry with the poor.

b. To make our points we will draw heavily on our own experiences at Church for All People.

c. We have organized our ideas around a series of five recommendations that are set forth by Rev. Ruddy Rasmus in his book, Touch.

i. Ruddy is the pastor of St. John’s UMC in Houston.

ii. This is one of the most effective UM churches when it comes to doing ministry with poor folks.

iii. There is a lot to be learned from their experience.

iv. At the conclusion of his book, Ruddy set forth 5 Cs that are essential for launching a ministry with persons who are homeless.

v. We believe these principles are equally valid for engaging in all types of ministry with the poor.

VI. Begin with the principle of Common Sense.

a. As we reach out to be with individuals who are poor we need to use our best common sense.

b. Ruddy Rasmus emphasizes common sense in terms of physical safety and not rushing into situations that may be dangerous.

i. He recommends starting slow.

ii. Be mindful of the limits of your own comfort zone and honor those boundaries; especially when you are first getting started.

c. We invite you to expand your use of common sense to also include the importance of developing ministries by using common sense approaches.
i. Start with simple programs that will produce early success and gain broad support.

ii. Try approaches that have worked well with others.

iii. Build on best practices.

d. Our Free Store is one such model.

i. A simple direct service that provides free clothing and household items to low income persons.

ii. Started small and it has grown these past 10 years..

1. Over 100,000 persons served

2. Over 10 million dollars of merchandise distributed

iii. Grounded in hospitality and opportunities for positive interactions.

iv. Creates opportunities for people to touch grace.

v. The store has flourished and has provided the foundation for all the rest of what we have done.

vi. Free Stores themselves are now multiplying in churches all across the country.  It is simple to start, simple to run and it works.

VII. The second principle is Commitment.

a. Ruddy Rasmus describes this principle in his book (page 240).

b. At the very essence of commitment is your personal passion.
i. Commitment is all about having the passion that leads you to invest your time, talent and your money.

ii. This is the primary initial building block for all good ministry with the poor.

c. Your commitment, your passion is contagious.

i. Start small, sharing your vision and passion with a few others.

ii. Be committed from day on to doing ministry with the persons you have come to help.

d. Another measure of commitment is your capacity to accompany folks as they strive to identify and then achieve their own goals and aspirations.

i. Accompaniment takes time and patience.

ii. It involves allow, even inviting the other person to set the agenda and for you to tag along and encourage.

e. Commitment as you engage in ministry with persons who are poor needs to involvement attention to both the spiritual and the physical dimensions of people’s lives and their aspirations.

f. Commitment requires hanging in for the long haul.

i. No one night stands

ii. Not just showing up to serve turkey dinner on Thanksgiving and Christmas.

iii. Long term commitment creates opportunities for continuous improvement.

iv. Praxis:  action/reflection

g. At Church for All People, the ongoing human interactions in the life of the congregation reinforce the spirit of mutual commitment that forms the foundation for the programs of the community development corporation.

VIII. The next principle is Collaboration.

a. Read the section from Touch (page 240).

b. All of our ministries with persons who are poor or marginalized are more effective when we partner with other folks.

c. Collaboration emerges naturally when we focus on assets rare than deficiencies.

i. All good ministry is asset based.

ii. We build upon strengths, never by focusing on weaknesses.

d. Asset mapping is an excellent methodology for discovering assets that lead to opportunities for collaboration.

i. Luther Snow’s book

ii. Highlight key concepts.

e. There are all kinds of potential partners to join us in asset based ministries.

i. People in our United Methodist churches
ii. People in the community, including those who are poor

iii. Other churches

iv. Anchor institutions

v. Community organizations

vi. Government entities

vii. Foundations

viii. Businesses

f. Our experiences in developing health and wholeness ministries demonstrate the power of collaboration.

i. Started small, identifying the aspirations of people for good health

ii. Partnered with Columbus Health Department and received investment of medical social worker and nurses.

iii. Formed a Health Team among members of our church and community who wanted to achieve more.

iv. Hosted health fairs making use of contacts/resources that were all assets in our midst.

v. This led to a major partnership with Mt. Carmel Health and the formation of the Health Station in our ministry center.

vi. Now we have taken another major step and we are the catalyst for the formation of a community wide Charitable Pharmacy.

g. We started very small and built gradually.  Now we have others seeking us out, viewing us as an essential asset with whom they want to collaborate.

h. All of this illustrates what we call The Divine Economy of Abundance.
i. God has ordered creation so there is more than enough.

1. Scarcity is a false myth.

2. There is no lack of supply rather we humans create problems in distribution.
ii. We are called to use only what each of us truly needs and we are called to give forward the best of what we have received.

iii. We trigger the divine economy of abundance precisely to the degree that we give fully and sacrificially.

iv. God then takes our gifts, no matter how meager, and multiples them to achieve abundance.

i. Finally it is important to note that there is a strong tie between collaboration and connectionalism itself.

IX. The fourth principle is Consistency
a. Read aloud the statement from Touch on page 241.

b. Doing ministry with people is always highly relational and this requires consistency.

i. This takes time.

ii. Same people working together, again and again.

iii. Poor folks have some many past negative experiences of broken trust rooted in a lack of consistency from the folks who claim they have come to help.

iv. There have been way too many middle class do-gooders who flit in and then flit back out.

c. We United Methodists do not have a good record in this regard.

i. We launch programs and initiatives and then we get bored so we move on.
ii. We always seem infatuated with the next new great initiative.

iii. Even these four foci, including ministry with the poor may fade away by the end of this quadrennium.

d. On the positive side being consistent is one of the best ways to earn both trust and respect.

i. Just keep showing up.

ii. Just keep caring.

e. Accompaniment is the key.  Accompany folks for the long haul and you will be amazed at how authentic ministry just naturally starts to bubble up and gain momentum.

f. At Church for All People consistency is a key ingredient in everything we strive to do.

i. We have been working together in the Free Store for 10 years.

ii. We work hard to keep our promises

iii. We offer a consistent message and repeat the message over and over again.

1. Our core affirmation:  God loves you just the way you are and God is not finished with you yet.

2. Repeat this essential good news in all our worship services, on Sundays and during the middle of the week.

g. We ask for consistency from our partners as well.  We challenge them to stay for the long haul and take their work seriously.

h. Consistency allows us to start small, learn from our experiences and build up over time.

X. The fifth principle is Contributions
a. Read the passage from Touch.
b. As stated earlier, all good ministry is asset based.

i. Everyone has positive gifts to share.

ii. Sadly, we often overlook the potential contributions people who are poor and marginalized.

c. The challenge is not whether people have things to contribute, instead the challenge is getting folks interested enough to want to invest and share the abilities they have.

d. The Free Store has taught us to believe in a divine economy of abundance.
i. Over 10 years we have never run out of good merchandise to share.

ii. Led to embrace the principle of the divine economy of abundance.

1. God has ordered creation so that there is more than enough of every good gift.

2. The problem is not supply, but rather distribution.

iii. We are called to use only what we truly need and to give forward the best of what we have received.

iv. When we do this, God takes whatever we have to share, no matter how modest and multiplies it abundantly.

e. The evolution and expansion of our housing efforts demonstrates this same principle.

i. Started with one duplex.

1. We did our best

2. Even though it was not much, God used this as the start.

ii. Gradually grew beyond anything we could have imagined, with more and more partners and contributors.

1. City and state

2. Enterprise Foundation

3. Nationwide Children’s Hospital

4. Habitat for Humanity

5. United Way

6. Neighborhood Stabilization Program

iii. In 2010 we will do 3.5 million dollars worth of affordable housing.

iv. By 2015 the total reinvestment will exceed $25,000.

XI. Conclude by inviting you to consider what next steps you will take in your own district or annual conference.

a. There are endless opportunities to engage in ministry with the poor.

b. It just requires some effort.

i. Common Sense

ii. Commitment

iii. Collaboration

iv. Consistency

v. Contributions

c. Ultimately, it all comes down to how much of a priority you choose to make this.  Not just how much of an impact do you want this to have not only on your churches, but rather how much do you want to be transformed in the process.

d. Conclude by quoting Matthew 25:34-40
