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Answering Your Call
How Do You Want to Make a Difference?

One of the hardest parts of attempting anything new is figuring out what you

want to do and why. It’s a lot easier to strike out in one direction and cor-

rect your course later if necessary. That’s OK. But by answering a few simple ques-

tions at the start, a lot of aggravation can be avoided. So as you start this book, you

will be asked to answer some very specific questions, such as “What is the exact

need you feel called to address?” and “Who are you now, and what do you want

your program to become?” and “How would you define the people you want to

serve? Where are they, and how do they relate to you?” Then you’ll assess your

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOTs). All this assessment will

set the stage for creating the wonderful program you envisioned when you picked

up this book.

People with good ideas usually can’t wait to jump in and get started. We vi-

sionary types can be our worst enemy for failing to plan well. Who would attempt

to build a house without counting the cost? What person of faith would attempt

to do anything significant without first engaging in some serious prayer? So give

yourself every advantage for success. Gather some friends together and pray for

specific direction and guidance over what you are about to attempt. Discipline your

mind and heart to remain open to what you hear from God, no matter how im-

possible or disappointing that message might be.

c h a p t e r

O N E
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Specific things to pray for include the following:

What exactly are you being led to do?

Who will work with you?

What is your timetable?

Where will resources come from?

Should you work full time or part time on this?

Remember, committing your process to prayer is not just a onetime deal. It is

very easy to get off track if you forget to check yourself. Build a prayer team that

will take the job seriously and remind you to consider carefully how you listen.

Keep in mind whom you are ultimately serving. Don’t forget to check every

thought and idea against the answers you receive from your prayer sessions. Often

what we want to happen is not God’s best action.

Once you are “prayed up,” you can begin the process of preliminary planning.

The First Steps chart in Worksheet 1.1 is a simple, informal process that can be

filled out in a couple of hours. These steps will give you handles for your ideas and

structure for your planning. Later in Chapter Four, you will complete more thor-

ough exercises, such as project planning, preliminary strategic planning, and logic

model evaluation, which is discussed in Chapter Eight. But let’s first flush out the

basics so you know which freeway to jump on!

Remember, if you want to attract others to your solutions, you must acquire

their confidence that you have thought through the details and counted the costs.

STEP 1: ASSESS THE NEED
The first step to take in pursuing your idea is to assess the need of the population

you recognize needs help. This need assessment will drive everything you do. For

without determining the need, working toward a solution is pointless. So sit down

by yourself or with a group of like-minded friends who share your concern, and

figure out what need you feel called to address. What inspired you with your vi-

sion to help? Perhaps it’s a failing school in your neighborhood. Maybe it’s your

own children who can’t get the level of education you desire, and private school

isn’t an option. Maybe there’s a loved one in the depths of addiction; you recognize

that the need for addiction counseling and addiction treatment services is far above

the existing services in your area. Or you see a large number of single mothers with

Start and Grow Your Faith-Based Nonprofit8
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Worksheet 1.1
First Steps: Initial Questions to Answer

1. What do I feel called to do?

2. Why do I feel urgency about this situation?

3. What is God telling me to do?

4. What difference will my action make?

5. What do I have that might help the situation?

6. Who do I know that will join me?

7. How much time, energy, and money am I willing to give?

06_976725 ch01.qxd  5/5/05  5:45 PM  Page 9



dependent children living on the streets or in substandard conditions with no

means of helping themselves. Whatever the situation, you must define the need so

that you can build your strategy and focus your ideas to meet that need in a clear,

logical, and effective way. Worksheet 1.2 can help.

Find evidence of the need in the media. Clip newspaper articles that mention

the situation. Contact established services, and educate yourself about what is being

done and what isn’t being done to correct the problem. Build a file of pertinent in-

formation that will help you understand all the angles surrounding your concern.

Look up statistics on the Internet. Research related government Web sites for data.

Become an expert resource for other concerned folks.

STEP 2: DETERMINE YOUR PLACE IN THE PICTURE
Once you identify the need, the next step is to clarify your role in the process of

meeting that need. Describe yourself and your relationship to the need. Describe

your emotional attachment to the population in need and your prior experience

or personal connection with respect to this situation. If you already have a com-

mitted group, describe the group’s credentials and experience. List important as-

sociations you have developed.

Perhaps you feel called to mentor troubled youth that are adjudicated, incar-

cerated or who risk becoming incarcerated. You will want to describe any affilia-

tion you have had with troubled youth. It may be that years ago your son found

himself in trouble with the law. Having walked through that process for years, you

have experience and authority in this realm, and consequently you have credibility

in meeting a need.

This process will give you confidence in going forward with your idea. It will

also convince others to assist you or invest in your ideas because you have walked

a path that perhaps they have not. You have gained access to decision makers in a

closed system that few have breached. You may have the ear of the “change agents.”

STEP 3: LAY OUT YOUR SOLUTION
Now that you have assessed the need and figured out the role you want to play in

the situation, you are ready to present your ideas and solutions. Your initial plan

should be fairly narrow in scope so that you can maintain a reasonable expecta-

tion of success. Great ideas often fail because the vision is too broad and vague.

Start and Grow Your Faith-Based Nonprofit10

06_976725 ch01.qxd  5/5/05  5:45 PM  Page 10



Answering Your Call 11

Worksheet 1.2
Need Assessment

1. What is bothering me in my community?

2. Why is it bothering me?

3. Who do I know that is suffering because of this situation?

4. What contributing factors are making the situation worse?

5. Who could do something about it?

6. Why does the problem persist?

7. How might God feel about this situation?

8. What might I do to help?

9. When will this problem get better?

10. Does anyone else feel the way I do?
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In formulating your plan, answer these questions:

What do you think needs to be done?

What could help alleviate the problem you have identified?

What new approach are you proposing?

What action should stop because it is aggravating the situation?

What would be different if your ideas were implemented?

Try to keep your initial plan to four or five main activities. These should be writ-

ten down and kept in a file. Using the example of juvenile justice counseling, you

might want to propose gathering a few qualified volunteers to go to the local court-

house as juvenile advocates or to the justice center twice a week and invite kids to

talk individually. Each session could last, say, thirty minutes or forty minutes or

longer, whatever is appropriate. Describe how those conversations would evolve.

What types of questions would you ask? What is your method for encouraging

these kids? Would you use any type of literature or tools during your meetings?

Lay out exactly what it is that you plan to do to meet this need.

Also think about where you will conduct your work. Identify the specific loca-

tions. Having precise demographic information is crucial in establishing your cred-

ibility. Is it realistic that your group of ten volunteers would be able to cover the

juvenile justice system in the entire state—or the entire county, for that matter?

Probably not in your infant stage. So determine where you plan to implement your

ideas or program very specifically. For example, plan to start in the central county

courthouse until your volunteer base grows. Or your volunteers might want to

cover more territory, with each visiting a separate facility in the county, thereby es-

tablishing your program at ten locations throughout the county right away.

You might want to team up experienced advisers or lay counselors with inex-

perienced eager helpers, in which case you might have five locations in your start-

up phase. Plan carefully, and be very specific about where you will work.

STEP 4: SPECIFY THE PEOPLE YOU WILL SERVE
This is a critical step. Defining your target population will determine who will

partner with you down the road. Will you zero in on a specific racial group? Will

Start and Grow Your Faith-Based Nonprofit12
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you work with boys and girls? Will you serve only young people between the ages

of fourteen and eighteen? Or will you meet with any youths who are interested

and willing to talk? Perhaps you will ask a judge to help make that decision. A

judge’s endorsement may help you gain access to more kids and resources

quickly.

Often in America, minority communities are considered “high-need.” That is

not surprising; most social problems exist in “high-need populations” everywhere

in the world. For example, some demographic groups experience high rates of sub-

stance abuse and school dropouts. These two behaviors are the major contribu-

tors to juvenile justice problems. By targeting these populations as one of your

primary concerns, you could leverage your resources to serve several high-needs

groups with identical methods.

How about the families of the kids you will serve? Do you intend to offer your

expertise to help other family members address issues that may have contributed to

the child’s current problems? If so, your program may take on a more holistic feel.

You may be able to garner support from various family support networks by ex-

panding your scope beyond the child to the family. Are there younger siblings who

show signs of following in the older sibling’s behavior patterns? Should this issue

be discussed with the family as a preventive measure?

Start-up organizations need to be mobile. Today, most start-up nonprofits begin

in a home office. But if you truly want to be effective, you must to go to the heart

of the need to prove your interest and concern and to gain credibility. So if you re-

ceived donated office space in the best part of town but the need you want to meet

is on the “other side of the tracks,” decide how willing you are to travel to the area

of need. If you fear for your life every time you enter a distressed neighborhood,

then maybe this type of work isn’t for you! Think specifically about how you will

conduct your service.

Don’t expect folks in high need to come to you. For many, busfare isn’t in the

budget. Later we’ll explore the options of setting up shop in neighborhood

churches and community centers. Remember, if you want to attract financial sup-

port, you must teach yourself and your team to think from the perspective of the

people you want to serve. How likely is a single mother on welfare and living in

transitional housing to hop across town to receive one hour of mentoring from

some do-gooder in the suburbs? Not likely at all.

Answering Your Call 13

06_976725 ch01.qxd  5/5/05  5:45 PM  Page 13



STEP 5: IDENTIFY YOUR STAKEHOLDERS
This step is a big reason why you want to take stock of your situation. After assess-

ing the need you feel called to address, it is time to figure out who your stakeholders

are. Stakeholders are any people that are affected by or affect the work you do (use

Worksheet 1.3 to record who your stakeholders are; a sample stakeholder list is pre-

sented in Exhibit 1.1). Once you sift through all the people your work touches, you

will be better equipped to provide the kind of care they truly need; you may also find

that they can assist you in some way. Most funders want to know who you consider

to be your stakeholders, so you are better off figuring that out right from the start.

Try to expand your reach in this exercise. Think beyond your daily interactions,

which of course should be included on your list, but also include a level outside

your immediate contact list. If you work with a local elementary school, you should

also consider the middle school your stakeholder because the families you serve will

one day end up there. If your church is your primary stakeholder, you should also

include any alliance it is a part of because what you do could affect the alliance—

and it may be able to help you, too!

Don’t limit your stakeholder list to the population you serve. For example, if

you have elected to serve incarcerated youth, think about how your services will

touch the lives of their families, their parole officers, their fellow inmates, and the

local law enforcement agencies. Include people and groups that your work affects

even if they aren’t aware of you. But be realistic and be able to back up your claims

if asked to do so.

Keep in mind that your stakeholder list will change as you grow and attract

more partners and donors. All will become part of your internal and external

SWOT assessments.

STEP 6: CONDUCT SWOT ASSESSMENTS
Your final step, figuring out your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats

(SWOTs), is an exercise that is best revisited each year because conditions change.

It could take one hour or a full weekend, depending on how much you want to in-

vest in it. This step will help you see where you and your ideas are in relationship

to everything else around you. The purpose is to guide you in focusing your plans

and to protect you from becoming, for example, the eighth Christian job training

program within an eight-block area in eight months. (Use Worksheet 1.4 to work

out your SWOTs; a sample SWOT assessment is presented in Exhibit 1.2.)

Start and Grow Your Faith-Based Nonprofit14
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The process is self-explanatory once you study the SWOTs form. The best prepa-

ration for this exercise is to pray for a creative, bird’s-eye perspective on your work.

Here are some hints you might use in filling out your SWOT chart.

Strengths

Do you have a good reputation in your community?

Do you know people in high places?

Are there impressive work-related results you can point to?

What kind of support do you already have?

These kinds of questions help you determine what your strengths are. Now come

up with some of your own questions to ask your team.

Weaknesses

Do you lack funds?

Are you currently working out of a spare bedroom or the dining room?

Is there a lack of community awareness of your program?

Do you lack capacity to do all that you want to do?

It’s important to be brutally honest here. Remember, you are doing an assessment—

a self-evaluation. If you leave out important details, you’ll find out about it later,

when it’s much harder to address.

Opportunities

Is there some other organization that is asking you for help?

Are there facilities available to you free of charge?

Is there a tremendous need that you can help meet?

Is there a partnership already formed that you can join?

Think of what might be available even if you haven’t taken advantage of it yet.

Threats

What is hindering your work or has the potential to do so?

Are you in temporary facilities that may not be renewed?

Do you have a negative reputation among key decision makers?

Are other organizations planning to start a program like yours?

Start and Grow Your Faith-Based Nonprofit22
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You need to be constantly looking around to see how the landscape is chang-

ing day by day. Don’t assume that the status quo will remain constant. Anticipate

changes around you, and you could be on the cutting edge of what the real needs

in your community will become.

This will be one of the most valuable exercises you will perform for your pilot

program or your well-established, well-funded, well-respected organization. SWOT

analysis is a best practice that every leader, board member, manager, or professional

volunteer needs to be familiar with. It should be done by individuals and then as

a group, depending on your situation. It could be performed at an extended board

meeting, staff meeting, volunteer meeting, or organizational retreat with the help

of an outside consultant. It doesn’t matter how, when, or where it is done—just do

it! Do it early and do it often—at least once a year.

Well done! You have accomplished quite a lot by just following the steps laid

out in this chapter. But now is not the time to pat yourself on the back. Now is the

time to jump forward, while you are motivated and eager to learn more! Take all

the information you have accumulated and compartmentalized and continue to

refine it with the steps presented in Chapter Two.

Answering Your Call 23
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