Unleashing New Ministry
By Bob Cowman
When a lay person brings a pastor an idea for a new ministry opportunity it can be frightening.  I have seen or heard of the following scenario too many times to count: a pastor, shaking in his boots, as a parishioner explains a new idea, project, or ministry.  Usually the pastor tries to be very encouraging to the person but ends up throwing a caution flag before the race begins.

What does this caution flag look like?  Usually it takes the form of a multitude of questions directed at the person presenting the idea.  These questions could be: Who will be in charge? When will you meet? Where will you meet? What is your purpose? How does it fit into our overall ministry? Does it conflict with other things? What happens when the leader does not show up? Will the pastor have a role?  The list could go on and on.

Each of these questions is valid and often they should be asked, but many times the motive behind the questions is one of avoiding ministry versus enhancing ministry.  As I have spent more time in ministry, I have learned to be very attentive to the ideas and thoughts of people who come to me with ministry ideas.  Usually, these ideas come from one of three places.  First, they may come from someone recognizing an area of need within the church.  It is a need that a person or group of individuals discovers and feels uniquely qualified to meet.  Pay close attention to these conversations.  They may well be a solution to meeting a need that you are not able to meet or have not recognized yet. 
The second area that produces ideas for ministry is the complaints or concerns of an individual or group.  A pastor needs to be discerning in this area, but be careful not to quickly dismiss people’s concerns or complaints.  Remember that the Psalmist spent much time bringing his complaints or laments to God.  Pastors tend to be defensive and react to complaints versus listening and learning.  I can not stress enough the importance of receiving information that you may not want to hear in order to get your group where they need to be.
Finally, ministry ideas can develop from people who feel like they are not connecting and yet have a desire to connect.  This is extremely common in churches, regardless of the size of the church.  It can be very difficult for new people to “make the cut” or “break into the line-up”.  Often people who experience this lack of connection will jump at an opportunity to create a place for themselves and others to fit.  Taking the time to consider this scenario could possibly unleash ministry in your church.  Let me give you a personal example.
Connecting new people into the local church has been a struggle for many churches over the last twenty five years.  Church methodology and structure have crippled the relational dynamics necessary to engage those coming in the front door of the churches for the first time.  Our church has grown significantly in number over the last several years.  However, in the last year, connecting the new people with those that had been around a while had become a problem….well until Marla approached me.

Marla Bailey had been attending our church for a little more than a year.  She moved to Quincy from Indiana along with her husband and two children.  They became involved in a variety of ministries but no one opportunity captured their hearts or passion.  Sheldon and Marla came to me and shared how difficult it had been to connect with our people the first year they were here.  We had several conversations about what could be done to bridge the gap, but nothing ever came of those conversations.

I like to begin each new year here at Columbus Road by encouraging people to step up and out in new areas of service to the Lord.  As we began expressing the vision for our church for 2008 it became evident that we needed to assimilate the many new families in our church.  Our church structure could not keep up with the growth.

Sheldon and Marla approached me about starting a New Connections group for our church.  As new community members, they joined the Quincy New Comers Club.  This is a group specially designed to introduce new people in our community to each other for relationship and activities.  The Baileys talked to me about applying this same concept to our church assimilation ministry.  I gave my blessing and told them that if I could be of help to them that I would assist in any way I could. 

It did not take long before the Baileys had recruited another couple to assist them - Randy and Kim Webel.  The Webels were also fairly new to the church so they sympathized with what it feels like to be struggling to find your place.  Many great ideas grew from this ministry partnership, but the most encouraging part for me to see was the evolution of the friendship of these two couples.
Ideas and plans began to find there way onto calendars and into spaces.  The first New Connections event that they planned was held on a Saturday evening.  They invited a number of people who had not yet connected to our church.  This event was a great success.  Over twenty people showed up. 
The evening had two purposes - introducing people to each other and allowing people to become more familiar with the ministries of Columbus Road.  The group played a simple game called Bunco that is non-threatening yet partners you with new people throughout the game.  The evening also involved plenty of food and fellowship.  I was even able to stop in for a short time to visit with the entire group.

The success of that evening led to further nights of fellowship, food and Bunco. The Baileys and the Webels soon approached me to get approval for starting a New Connections class on Sunday mornings.  This class would be a place where the vision, direction, and ministries of the church would be shared.  Sheldon Bailey would be the class leader.  My immediate response was “Absolutely yes.”  This would be the second step in the process.  The objectives of this new class were to identify new people in the church and to connect them to other people within the congregation.  The class introduced the new comers to Columbus Road’s vision, ministries, and programs.  It also provided a transition into our Foundations 101 membership class. 

Usually new comers will stay in the New Connections class for several weeks before choosing a permanent class or deciding to join our church.  We have seen numerous people connect to other people, other ministries and our congregation over the last several months.  Many of our existing members have joined the New Connections ministry to provide more connecting points for those coming in.  After six months of New Connections ministry, we have seen a great improvement in the assimilation of new people into our church.  This ministry has provided a link to take people from the front door of our church to an active part in the vision and ministry of Columbus Road.

Unleashing new ministries can be a very efficient way to equip your people to do the work of the ministry.  As Ephesians 4:11-12 says, “And He gave some as apostles and some as prophets and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ.”  So rather than running from lay people with thoughts, ideas, and even complaints, look at each of these things as an opportunity for God to develop new ministries within your church.  Then sit back and watch God work.
