
 

 
 

Session 1: Understanding Local Context 

PARTICIPANT HANDOUT 

 

Connect and Review 

 
As a reminder for the group, briefly introduce yourself, your church/organization and location, and 
your position or role. 
 
Share one thing that is unique about your name (such as how you were named, what it means, 
nicknames you have, if you like your name or not, etc.) 
 
 
 
How is journaling going? How has this experience been for you? 
 
 
 
How is “listening for the question that needs to be asked” going? 
 
 
 
Where have you sensed the presence of God most deeply? 
 
 
 

Engage 

 
Taking Stock 
 
What is going well in your ministry? What isn’t going well? 
 
 
 
What opportunities do you have to strengthen, improve, or grow your ministry? 
 
 
 
  



What challenges or limitations does your ministry face? 
 
 
 
“Inspecting the Walls” 
 
Nehemiah 1:1-9, 2:11-18 
 
 After hearing about the current state of Jerusalem (verse 1:3), what was the first thing Nehemiah 

did?  
 What did Nehemiah then set out to do?  
 When he arrived in Jerusalem, what did he do before setting about his rebuilding project?  
 When he finally shared his plan with others (verse 2:17), what was their response? 
 
How much do you know about your local context (demographics, history, culture, etc.)?  
 
 
 
What might you need to learn in order to be better informed or connected to your community? 
 
 
 
Street Theology Exercise 
 
Commit to spending 1-2 hours as an observer either in your church/organization (such as during a time 
of worship or a large event where you do not have a leadership role) or within the surrounding 
community (either in a stationary public location or walking around). 
 
During your observation: 
 Open your senses to what you can see, hear, and smell. All pay attention to how you feel in that 

space. Take notes to record your observations. 
 Pay special attention to people (gender, age, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, etc.), including their 

interactions with one another. 
 Notice any visual elements present (such as signage, art, or architecture) and what messages they 

intend to convey. 
 Notice any social norms, “rules,” or routines that appear to be present, whether explicit or subtle. 
 
As you complete your observation, reflect on the following: 
 What insights have you gained from this observation experience? What have you learned about 

your church/organization or community context? 
 What (if any) theological insights have emerged for you? 
 What insights or implications does this experience provide related to ministry opportunities or 

challenges? 
  
(The Street Theology exercise is adapted from Dr. Mary Garvin, Gonzaga University.) 
 



Deepen 

 
Spiritual Practice: Praying in Color 
 
Supplies needed: Blank paper; colored pencils, markers and/or crayons; pencil or pen 
  
The peer coach will guide you through the following steps during your cohort meeting. These steps are 
printed so you can keep using this spiritual practice in the future to pray for people or situations in 
your local context and around the world.  
  
Step 1: With your pencil or pen, draw a shape on the page—a triangle, trapezoid, squiggly line, or 
imperfect circle. Write the name of a person or situation in your local context for whom you want to 
pray in or near the shape.  
  
Step 2: Add detail to the drawing. This might be dots, lines, circles, zigzags, or whatever your hand 
wants to do. Don’t analyze your next stroke too much. Dismiss the art critic from the room. This is not 
about creating a work of art.  
  
Step 3: Continue to enhance the drawing. Think of each stroke and each moment as time that you 
spend with the person or situation in prayer. 
  
Step 4: Keep drawing until the image feels finished. At some point, your mind will probably wander. 
Thomas Merton said, “If you have never had any distractions, you don’t know how to pray.” 
Distractions are as much about being human as hair and heartaches. Make no judgments about your 
ability to pray based on their uninvited appearance.  
  
Step 5: Add color to the picture. Choose colors that will stay in your memory, that you particularly like, 
or that remind you of the person or situation for whom you pray.  
  
Conclusion: Linger with the page in front of you. Let the word or words and colors imprint themselves 
on your brain. Spend another moment with the person or situation in silence. Envision this person or 
situation in the care and presence of God. When you are finished with your prayer, say, “Amen.” Take 
the page with you. Place it someplace where your eyes will scan it during the day. This will be a 
reminder that you have committed this person or situation to God. 
  
(The Praying in Color steps in this exercise are adapted from Praying in Color: Drawing a New Path to 
God by Sybil MacBeth.) 
 

Resources 

 
Recommended for further exploration: 
 US Census Bureau Quick Facts. Enter location to see demographic information of your local context, 

a great exercise to begin conversations about understanding your community. 
 Tune In Guide: Calling People of Faith into the Neighborhood and World, by Peggy Hahn (LEAD, 

2016). Provides framework for discerning God’s presence within the congregation and community, 
with emphasis on listening, conversation, reflection, scripture, and prayer. 

http://www.census.gov/quickfacts
https://www.amazon.com/Tune-Guide-Calling-people-neighborhood/dp/1511630191


 The Association of Religion Data Archives. Scroll down to “U.S. Congregational Membership 
Report” and enter zip code to see county-specific results of church and faith involvement. 

 “An Introduction to Asset-Based Community Development for Church Leaders,” by Jay Van 
Gronigen. Article introduces asset-based (versus needs-based) approaches to understanding and 
engaging local communities. 

 Called to Transformation. List of resources and website links for asset-based church and community 
engagement. 

 Praying in Color. Resources by the authors of Praying in Color, including coloring pages and ideas 
for workshops to teach others the practice. 

 
(Note: The electronic version of this document contains hyperlinks to resources.) 
 
Other resources: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Close 

 
Preparation for next session: 
 Conduct the “Street Theology” exercise prior to the next cohort gathering and be prepared to share 

your learning from the experience 
 Continue reflection on the present state of your ministry: What is going well in your ministry? What 

isn’t going well? What opportunities do you have to strengthen, improve, or grow your ministry? 
What challenges or limitations does your ministry face? 

 Begin practicing Praying in Color (instructions printed above) and record reflections in your journal 
 
Closing prayer 
 
 

http://www.thearda.com/
http://www.urbanministry.org/files/Introduction_To_ABCD_Church_%20Leaders_FINAL.pdf
http://www.calledtotransformation.org/more-information/resources/
https://prayingincolor.com/handouts

