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“Where there is no vision the people perish.”

It amazes me just how many church planters are unhappy with who they are!  Have you ever stopped to think about it? Are you often trying to copy other planters and pastors by doing things the way they do them? I know that all of us struggle at times with the "copy-cat syndrome of vision casting," and sadly some preachers and church planters spend their entire lives trying to be like others. Not long ago I found myself in the "copy-cat syndrome"—trying to be what someone else wanted me to be. It seems to hit me periodically and unexpectedly. Before I realize what is happening, I'm comparing myself to other preachers or planters and wishing I were different, or trying to be what someone else thinks I should be. When you're in this "copy-cat syndrome," there is uneasiness in your spirit, you often feel guilty about something but you're not quite sure what, there are knots in your stomach, and eventually a general sense of despair takes over. Can you recognize some of these things in yourself?
When it comes to developing ones own personal vision for the local church it is vital that you are on the Lord’s plan and not some friends or a pastor you admires plan. When you boil it down, there are really only two sources of vision: your ego or the Holy Spirit. Ego-based visions never last. They eventually wear out because human energy has a limit.  

Someone has said:

If your vision is for a year, plant wheat.

If your vision is for ten years, plant trees.

If your vision is for a lifetime, plant a church!
“For it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work

for His good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13).

“For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10).

For years new churches had a "purpose" statement and that was that. Then, somewhere in the early 1990s, a great distinction was raised between mission and vision (along with a lot of confusion. Books were written to sort it all out. Some were helpful; others added to the confusion. I can just hear Jesus asking the Father, "Now Father, did you send me on a mission, or was that your vision?" Planters often ask: "Which idea is the mission?", "And if that is the mission what is the vision?", "Can you say it all in one phrase?", "Does the planter declare the mission?", and “Does the planter declare the vision?" On and on it goes.
Vision is the dream of the planter given by God usually birthed in the planter, but ultimately owned by the new congregation. It is the fire, flavor and fuel that drives your unique expression of the Great Commission.

Andy Stanley writes regarding vision in Visioneering, “it is the course one follows to make dreams a reality.  It is the process whereby ideas and convictions take on substance” (Pg. 8). “Vision evokes emotion.  There is no such thing as an emotionless vision” (Pg 9). “Vision often begins with the inability to accept things the way they are.  Over time that dissatisfaction matures into a clear picture of what could be. But a vision is more than that.  Vision carries with it a sense of conviction” (Pg 17).  Vision rarely requires immediate action.  It always requires patience.  

The Implications of a Vision:
· A vision creates tremendous enthusiasm and energy in the present about the desired future of your church. 

· A vision captures and maximizes the special uniqueness about your church. 

· A vision draws people in and calls them to commitment and involvement. 

The bottom line is that vision is leadership. No true leader is without vision. You would probably never set out on a trip without knowing where you wanted to go.  But do you try to lead your new work without knowing what you want to achieve?  Vision provides the road map.  Without vision, people and many new churches just plod along, possibly achieving short-term goals, but never shooting for the stars.   But with a vision, every effort is energized; every activity is animated; every intention is intensified.

Receiving a Vision from God

Church Planters who effectively communicate goals to their followers achieve far beyond those who don’t!   How do you receive a valuable vision from God?  Certainly listening to the Holy voice above directing your path is one avenue.  Second looking unto the fields that are white for harvest is another. Here are a few places one should look when seeking a God-sized vision: Look within and ask, “What Do I feel?” Look behind you and ask, “What have I learned?” I have been reminded over and over that experience is yesterday’s answer to the challenges I am having today.   Look around you ask, “What is happening to others and how can I remain flexible in order to keep on the cutting edge.” Look ahead of you and ask, “What is it that God wants me to accomplish?”  Look above you and ask, “What part does God play in this?”  Don’t dream to small!  When considering what God desires to do through you dream a world size vision.  Anything less than that would not be worthy of Christ nor His will for my life. The size of your vision is determined by the size of your God.  The question is not, “What can I do” but “What can God do?”  Also look beside you and ask, “What resources are available to me?” If the vision is bigger than me as the church planter, then my hope of reaching that vision will be decided by those I bring around me.  

How about listening?  Here is a quick list: Look to your inner voice as a believer and know that this is where you receive God’s mission for you.  Listen to the voice within you that is slightly unhappy with the status quo.  This creative discontent is where you receive your ideas that spark the move of God.  Most inventions in ministry result from unhappiness with the status quo.  Listen to those who have been and are successful in an area where you need to grow.  That advice will be worth a lot.  Listen to your core groups and perspective new member’s; this is where you receive your best feedback.   Now the most important one of all, listen to the higher voice, for this is where you receive your attitude.  If your ear hears only lower voices of criticisms and hurt you will be pulled down not up and your attitude will suffer.  The higher voice will remove you from the emotional battles while allowing you to respond with love and courage.

As you begin to share your vision that God has given you remember that there are basically four types of everyday people: Some people who hear your vision will never see it and they just wander around without any direction.  Some people see your vision but will never pursue it on their own and simply follow.  Some people see your vision and jump aboard with willing alignment.  They achieve your vision and make it part of who they are.  Now what you are working towards is one other group, some people see your vision and pursue that vision together while helping others to see the vision also.  These visionary leaders will help you grow your new work!
Building Blocks for Building a God-sized Vision
Andy Stanley in his book Visioneering gives us some great building blocks for building vision:

*A vision begins as a concern.

*A vision does not necessarily require immediate action.

*Pray for opportunities and plan as if you expect God to answer your prayers.

*God is using your circumstances to position and prepare you to accomplish his vision for your life.

*What God originates, he orchestrates.

*Walk before you talk; investigate before you initiate.

*Communicate your vision as a solution to a problem that must be addressed immediately.

*Cast your vision to the appropriate people at the appropriate time.

*Don’t expect others to take greater risks or make greater sacrifices than you have.

*Don’t confuse your plans with God’s vision.

*Visions are refined – they don’t change; plans are revised – they rarely stay the same.

*Respond to criticism with prayer, remembrance, and if necessary a revision of the plan.

*Visions thrive in an environment of unity; they die in an environment of division.

*Abandon the vision before you abandon your moral authority.

*Don’t get distracted.

*There is divine potential in all you envision to do.

*The end of a God-ordained vision is God.

*Maintaining a vision requires adherence to a set of core beliefs and    behaviors.

*Vision requires constant attention.

*Maintaining a vision requires bold leadership.







(Visioneering, pg. 16)

Learn from the Scriptures
When we are trying to copy other church planters and pastors, it could indicate a serious spiritual mistake, and that is our tendency often as ministers to compare ourselves to others. If you remember the parable of the talents, you will recognize the strong teaching Jesus gave us against comparing ourselves to others. There were three servants given three different amounts, or resources, to use. The two servants who were good stewards of what was entrusted to them received the same reward, even though one had twice as much to show for his effort as the other did. However the one servant who did nothing with his one talent was strongly condemned by the master, not because he had only one, but because he didn't do anything with what he had. 

You see, Jesus doesn't expect me to do what He has given you to do. He doesn't ask or even want me to try to do what you do or the way you do it. He has gifted us individually in different ways and amounts, but in His sight, the important issue is not how much we have, but how we use what we have. It's not where we start, but where we finish. If you're not happy with whom you are as a church planter, it's probably because you have been comparing yourself to others and feeling inadequate or left out. That's not only a bad idea, it is a sin. It's the same as saying God made a mistake in the way he made you. God doesn't want us to be copy-cats; He wants us to be the originals He has created us to be. Never more is it apparent than when I look at proposed church planting strategies that I see how many try to copy one another.  Stop trying to be what another wants you to be.  That is what I call the "copy-cat syndrome."

You remember the story of David, the shepherd boy. The children of God were being held captive by the Philistines because of Goliath, the giant. David was on an errand to the fighting field, to bring food to his brothers, and he heard Goliath making his daily challenge.  Actually Goliath was mocking Israel, because he was certain nobody would ever fight him.  When David heard Goliath's challenge, he asked: "Why are we allowing this bully to stand there and make threats against the Lord's army?" David's brother, Eliab, got very angry with David and basically told him to go back where he came from and tend the sheep. You get the feeling that Eliab didn't want to be shown up by his baby brother. 

But David didn't let Eliab intimidate him, and he volunteered to go fight Goliath. Of course, King Saul was reluctant to let him do this, because David was only a boy and Goliath was a nine-foot giant. But David told Saul how he had killed a lion and a bear. He said, "The Lord who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine." 

So, Saul relented but he tried to tell David how to do it. "Here," he said, "put on my armor, take my sword." David tried, but he immediately recognized that he couldn't use Saul's armor. "I cannot go in these," he said to Saul, "because I am not used to them." So, he took them off, found his five smooth stones, got his slingshot in his hand, and faced Goliath. You know the story: He takes aim at Goliath's head, hits him in the right place, and knocks him out. Then he cuts off Goliath's head with his own sword, and claims victory. How did David defeat Goliath? He defeated Goliath by avoiding the tendency to be a copy-cat. He used his own slingshot; that's what he was good at; that's how he had defeated the lion and the bear; that's the gift God had given him and taught him how to use. If he had tried to defeat Goliath in Saul's armor, with a sword, he would never have won. David was smart enough to realize that he would make a huge mistake to try to do what God wanted him to do in someone else's armor. He avoided the "copy-cat syndrome." 

Now, think about some lessons we can learn from this. Often we try to copy others and do what they're doing. But when God has given you a gift or opportunity, don't underestimate God's power in you, doing it the way He's gifted you. Use your own slingshot. It may not be the conventional way to do things; others may tell you it won't work. But if that's how God is leading you, don't be intimidated by what others think. Go with what God has given you. 

Notice that David got creative. Everybody else thought that in order to defeat Goliath, a man would have to put on armor and defeat him in a face-to-face sword fight. Obviously it would have been impossible for any ordinary man to win against a nine-foot giant in that kind of fight. But David said, "There's other ways to skin a cat." God had put David in the fields taking care of the sheep, and in that most unlikely place, God taught David some wonderful skills—one of which was how to kill a lion and a bear. Also, while there David had plenty of time to perfect his skill as a marksman. He had worked with that slingshot until he was an expert, in that seemingly unimportant, going-no-place job of taking care of dumb sheep! God is so efficient, and He knows how to prepare us for the job ahead. And David was smart enough to go with his own strengths and not try to be a copy-cat.
Use your own slingshot—whatever it is—to God's glory. Don't try to be like someone else. Maybe you're on the battleground and Goliath is staring at you, taunting you. Are you tempted to fight in someone else's armor? Remember, if God has brought you to that battlefield, He will use your gifts and abilities. He won't ask you to be like someone else. I've often heard great athletes talk about "staying within themselves.” That means they have to play the game using their strengths and not try to do it the way someone else does it. David knew how to "stay within himself" and not try to mimic others or be intimidated when others told him what he should do or how he should do it. 

His brother told him to go home, but he didn't listen. David knew that God had equipped him to be able to slay this giant, and he wasn't afraid to try. It wasn't a matter of pride or conceit; he just knew he had a skill from God that could defeat that giant. 

Don't let the "Saul’s" in your life dictate how you are to attack your giant, if you know God has given you directions. Many times well-meaning people will give us poor advice. Certainly Saul thought it would be best for David to wear all that armor, but David knew better. 

Others Who Avoided the Copy-Cat Syndrome
· Remember when Peter had fished the way fishermen are supposed to fish, and he had caught nothing. Finally when he did it the way Jesus said to, even though it broke all the rules of fishing, he caught so many fish that it almost sank his boat. 
· When Jehoshaphat was facing a great army, destined to be defeated, he marched straight into battle, sending the singing men in advance to praise God for the victory. And when they got to the battlefield, the enemy had killed each other in confusion. That's not a normal military strategy, but God was leading Jehoshaphat and Jehoshaphat was willing to do it God's way. 
· We have to learn to walk by faith and trust the Holy Spirit within us to give us guidance, and then not doubt it when others say "That's not the way to do it," or "Nobody has ever done it that way before." There are times when we should ignore what others tell us. If you remember when Jesus was going to heal Jairus' daughter, his friends came to him and said "Don't bother, she's dead already." But Jesus ignored what they said and told Jairus "Don't be afraid; just believe." 

So, if you're facing a giant in your life right now, use your own slingshot, don't try to wear someone else's armor. Don't get caught in the "copy-cat syndrome." That's a sure way to defeat. Rejoice in how God has gifted you and the opportunities He has given you. Strive to do what you do with every ounce of excellence in your body. Be willing to learn, change and grow. But don't live you life trying to be like someone else. That's living in the "copy-cat syndrome," and it is miserable. Not only will it cause you to fail, but you'll miss the great victories God has just for you. All dreams have a price!  The prerequisite for possession of a new territory is sight.  Vision always comes before victory. James said it this way, “We have not because we ask not.”  Could it be we ask not because we see not?  Real visionary faith is not faith until it is declared openly.  People do not follow inward hopes; they follow tangible commitment. The value of a vision is that it encourages you to give up at any moment all that you are in order to receive all that you can become. The happiest people in the world are those who have found something outside themselves, bigger than themselves, to make them forget themselves so they can give themselves to that dream!

Five Common Objections Church Planters Face in Communicating Vision:
1. TIMING.

2. AGREEMENT.

3. RESOURCES.

4. INTERPRETATION.
5. VEHICLE
The best way to pass on vision as a church planter to others is to live it before you declare it. Tell your vision with passion and expectancy and joy! Show the visions relevancy to your life. Give your vision Eternal significance!

Can you convey your vision to Individuals?

Great church planters possess a mix of an entrepreneurial spirit, the mind of a dreamer, and a compelling strategic vision that sets the overall tone and direction for the organization. They have passion to see the vision come true even in the face of opposition. Naturally gifted visionaries come in a wide array. There are political visionaries such as Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson. There are social visionaries like Martin Luther King. There are business visionaries such as Walt Disney and Bill Gates. There are science and arts visionaries such as Michelangelo and Jonas Salk. There are religious visionaries such as Martin Luther. And of course there are church visionaries such as Donald McGavrin.

One thing I have observed about the vast majority of visionaries is that they deeply value people and a better way of living for those people. However, this value is not necessarily on an individual level; it is more on a big picture/organizational or "for the masses" level. Lest this sound dispassionate, they are often willing to take great risks and make great sacrifices to see the vision become reality.

With the statement made that real visionaries value individuals, there is another observation that many pastors are not natural visionaries!  They are good in the sense that they can build strong churches. Let me make something very clear here - and this is extremely important - they are not natural visionaries, but they do have vision. What's the difference? Natural visionaries see things that have never been seen - they possess vision no one has dreamed of. Leaders, who have learned the art of vision and vision-casting, tap into vision that has already been birthed. Learned visionaries catch a spark that has already been ignited somewhere, by someone, and they live it out through their own personality, culture and context. This is the case in the majority of churches.

So then if it's true that most church planters are learned visionaries, what then is the difference that makes some so much more effective than others? The difference is found in whether or not they are "people visionaries." A people visionary is a planter who sees potential in individual people, and is able to cultivate that potential into a meaningful and productive ministry. If we studied two church planters side by side, and, by some system, evaluated them as equally strong planters, the one who is the greater people visionary will always have the greatest impact.

Characteristics of Church Planters who are not people visionaries
Let's start by considering a few things that block your ability to be a people visionary.

A predisposition toward task completion over people enlargement. 

This is not an uncommon preference for many driven leaders and very common for leaders with a bias toward management. Completing tasks is important, but not when valued above the people who help you accomplish the task. The obvious danger is in using people. One way to discover if this applies to you is by answering this question: Are you motivated more to accomplish a task or invest time developing people? Which is more fulfilling and satisfying to you? Another way of asking this question that helps you be honest with your answer is: Do you invest more time in accomplishing tasks or developing people? 

An under-developed sense of gratitude for the high importance of people. 

Sadly, there are a number of church leaders who seem to view people as "in the way" when it comes to building God's church. They almost seem to express the idea that: "If it wasn't for these people, I could really accomplish something!" Perhaps the leader has lost sight of the fact that Jesus died for "these people." Or perhaps the church leader places too much value upon themselves. Or possibly the leader is driven by a sense of duty or performance rather than a love for people. Whatever the case may be, this miss-focus will obviously block the ability to see the potential in people. If this is you, ask God to re-kindle your love for people. 

High levels of continuous pressure and unsettled conflict. 

Even at the best of churches, pastors, and planters are under pressure. For example, there are financial pressures, relational pressures, decision-making pressures, resource pressures, and plenty more if you want to make a long list. If a pastor has "fielded" these kinds of pressures for an extended period of time, particularly the "people pressures," his or her perspective can easily become skewed. This results in the leader no longer seeing things clearly and losing a clear sense of reality. These leaders can become defensive, angry, withdrawn, or control-oriented. In this state it is difficult, if not impossible, to see the best in people. If you find yourself in this situation, you need to get some help to resolve the big problems, as well as discover why problem-solving in general is difficult for you. 

Individual baggage that prevents the aptitude to see ability in other people. 

We all have baggage. Some of us have "carried on" and others pack several steamers and jumbo crates full. Whatever the amount of "stuff" from your past, if it prevents you from seeing the potential in people I recommend you invest in a few sessions with a Christian counselor to help sort things out. How do you know? Well, I'm certainly not a counselor, but I'll offer this to you. If your thoughts seem to be more "about you" than about others and you have difficulty loving and relating to others, as the New Testament teaches us, then you may need a little coaching from a good counselor. 

Characteristics of a People Visionary
This is not about people or relational skills alone, but about moving to a deeper level of how you see and value people in general.

A strong propensity to see the potential in people before you see their shortcomings. 

Everyone has shortcomings, but people visionaries choose to overlook them. I'm not suggesting blindness to weak areas, especially when it comes to people/leader development. But I am stating that you can either look for the good or look for the bad. You can either see the reasons why someone can't do something, or the reasons why they can. Rarely does a leader have a perfect blend of the two - it will tend toward one way or the other. How about you? What is your first take on people in general? Do you first see their potential or their shortcomings? When you look, for example, for new leaders, do you first see the reasons why they probably can't lead or the reasons why they probably can lead? It makes all the difference in the world. 

Is a card carrying student of human nature. 

Students of human nature are good at watching and observing people. They don't miss much. But be cautious, the goal isn't "watch and observe." You must eventually interact with those people, in their best interest, or "watch and observe" turns into "stalk and stare" - and that's never a good thing! 

People visionaries find people interesting, if not flat out fascinating. They enjoy being around people and seek them out. If a people visionary has gone too long without being around people, they start getting antsy. People visionaries move into people's lives in order to understand what makes them tick, and what ticks them off. People visionaries learn what motivates and de-motivates people. People visionaries can see and understand the difference between needs and wants. And people visionaries never tire of the human drama.

The skill to unthinkingly see how individuals can unite with the overall vision. 

This is both an art and a practical leadership science. Simply put, after you have gotten to know someone and caught their heartbeat, are you able to see how they best fit into the overall plan for the church? Caution! Don't view people first as "slot-fillers," but primarily as people whom God has endowed with spiritual gifts and purposes. Your mission as a people visionary is to help each person discover how God wants them to advance His kingdom within the local church that you lead. 

The talent to attract and connect with people at a heart level. 

People visionaries draw people to themselves, not because they are charismatic, but because they care about people and see the best in them. They relate at a heart level and trust comes easy. This is not an issue of whether or not large numbers of people flock to you, but whether people who know you seem to migrate to you or away from you. That's an important question to ask yourself. When you do hook up with people, do you quickly connect at a heart level? Remember something I've mentioned several times. People like you best when you are yourself. They may not all like you, but they will like you best when you are yourself. They can trust you when they know "what they see is what they get." Be yourself. 

The gift to empower people toward meaningful ministry. 

This point deserves its own article, but for now let's hit the basic idea. Are you able to believe in people enough to trust them with appropriate levels of responsibility? Are you able to release them and not hover over them after you have given it? Are you able to "raise" people up and share your authority? Do you give people permission to make mistakes? Do you encourage people on a regular basis? People visionaries love to turn people loose into meaningful and productive ministry. 

How Do You Keep the Plants Passion for Ministry from Deflating?
Andy Stanley said it best, “Vision doesn't stick; it doesn't have natural adhesive. Instead, vision leaks.” Have you been there yet?  You've repeated the vision for your church a hundred times. Then someone will ask a question that makes you think, “What happened? Didn't they hear what we've said over and over? Don't they know what this church is all about?” You can spot leakage by listening for three things:

1. Prayer requests. What people pray for will tell you more than anything else whether they are locked into the vision and priorities of the church. When you are in a leadership meeting, are the only prayer requests for sick people? When I'm in such a meeting, I say, "Whoa, is anybody in this group burdened for an unchurched or unsaved friend? Yes, let's pray for the sick people. Now, what else can we pray for?"

2. Stories of great things happening in people's lives. If there are no stories, then maybe the vision for life transformation has leaked. 

3. What people complain about. If people are complaining about the wrong stuff, then vision is leaking. When they complain about the music, or the parking, or that the church is too big, or there are too many people they don't know, you can respond, "I know. God is blessing us." But it's a sign of vision leakage. 

I am often tempted to get frustrated with the people who don't understand the new churches vision, but I have to ask myself some important questions. What do I need to do to assure that we have a compelling vision as an organization, and what must I do to make sure it doesn't leak? If the vision is not communicated in a compelling way, then the organization is going to be unfocused. Wherever focus is lacking, only random activity is left. That's when you wake up and find you don't like the organization you're leading. Remember that it is our job as the lead planter to get everyone oriented and focused on our main purpose.
Got a Leak?
There are three reasons vision seeps away: success, failure, and everything in between. Success means your options multiply. Size increases complexity, and complexity can confuse vision. Many churches become successful organizations where everyone is busy, but they've lost connection with the vision. Failure will also knock a hole in your vision, if you let it. When a plan or strategy fails, people are tempted to assume it was the wrong vision. Plans and strategies can always be changed and improved. But vision doesn't change. Visions are simply refined with time. We don't have to change the vision because a plan doesn't work out. You know what else is tough on vision? Life! Every single day of my life works against the vision. Vision is about what could be and should be; life is about right-this-minute. Life is about the kids and the laundry and the doctor and the house payment. 

No wonder vision leaks. Monday comes along and rips it off the wall. The urgent and legitimate needs of today can cause us to lose our vision. In church life, nothing un-focuses us faster than haphazard, "y'all come" programming. Everybody has a favorite program. But adding too many programs to the church schedule will de-focus your church like nothing else.

Super gluing your vision!

There are three things you need to do in order to make your vision stick.

· Repetition reduces resistance!


None of us casts vision enough. Why? Because we think we've already said these things. For vision to stick, it has to be cast over and over and over and over, and not just over and over.

· Timing is everything, really!

Be strategic about when you cast vision. Obviously, Labor Day weekend is not a good Sunday. 

· Cast strategically
Whether it's across the table with a church leader, at a planning retreat, or talking to the whole church—every time you talk about what could be and should be you are casting vision. For instance, every one of my newsletter articles when I was a church planter and pastor was vision oriented. I did not write devotional thoughts—those I could give on Sundays. If people are going to read a newsletter, I want every article to remind them of our mission and vision.

Many churches never stop to celebrate, and they're missing a great—and fun—opportunity to reinforce the vision. Celebration is what puts skin on the vision. Nothing gives definition to vision like celebrating victories. Baptism is another great opportunity to celebrate. In order to be baptized in our church, in addition to acknowledging a personal Christian faith, each person must do a two to three-minute videotaped testimony that we play in the service right before the baptism. Once a year is not enough, spontaneously is not enough, you must celebrate the vision over and over.

Life is brutal on vision. It can cause serious vision leakage. But if we as church planters can live through the stuff of life to maintain a focus on the vision, our people will, too. 

Why Vision Matters

In church planting as in life, good intentions are often lost.  Our everyday practices, not our espoused values, define who we are.  To align good intentions with effective practice, church planters need to define a vision, articulate values, and infuse both into every aspect of the churches life.
Most planters love to design strategy, but it is vision and values that spawn strategic action.  The absence of a vision will doom any strategy—especially a strategy for change.  A true vision shapes everything you do.  It is a more powerful tool for leading a new church than anything else.  But defining your vision (the expression of what your church wants to be) and articulating your values (the principles governing how you operate) are not easy or painless.

Assessing Your New Works Structure

The first step in visioning is to assess your structure.  What do you do uncommonly well, and how do you fit into the changing landscape?  I talk to every new member about who we are as a church and for what we stand.  One of the values we discuss is having Christian integrity in every transaction.  
Harmonizing Effort to Results

Many people in the new church wonder why we invest such time and effort inculcating our vision and values.  Pastor/Leaders are always tempted to focus on core business deliverables rather than “the distraction” of vision and values.  But church planters have to pay attention to both.  I do not want to wake up one day and have a profitable church financially that does not have a soul.  Without an identity that we purposefully shape, we have no future. A disciplined approach to vision and values helps church staff and members understand what is important.  It tells us not just what, but also how and why we are expected to deliver.  

Putting Teeth into Vision Casting
Obviously, it is not enough to cheerlead for values; you still have to make tough decisions.  The only way a planter wins support for those kinds of decisions is to make the case, to respect people and to slowly build trust.  We build trust, and develop other leaders, by talking honestly as a church planting pastor.  We try to get as brutally honest as we can with each other.  There is nothing I like about those sessions.  I put myself front and center to get facilitated feedback on how I’m doing as a pastor/leader—what works, what doesn’t work.  This opens lines of communication and discourages personal agendas.  Eventually it rings clarity about the way we operate.  
Walking the Line

Planters also must connect with staff, prospects, members, and front-line volunteers.  If you really want to understand a problem, go to the front line and give people your ear.  It is amazing what you will find out about your church and how life really is. It will be revolutionary! By taking the time to sit with someone who does the work you will often discover potential problems and resolving them before the fire blazes. It takes time and commitment to be at the front line.  It also takes an ability to relate to people. One of the first things I learned in undergrad work was a communication method the professor called FORM. You can learn a lot about your church people and open many useful conversations about your church by asking about any of these elements:

Family- what’s happening with spouse, children, immediate relatives (usually the most important thing in people’s lives)

Occupation- what they like or don’t like about their job

Recreation- how they spend their time away from the job

Money- how they spend it, what they enjoy; what’s important to them

I use these experiences to show other staff members how important it is to get out and to touch the people, feel the people and learn from the people.  Pastor and church planters lead through stories.  They use stories as tools for engagement, for change, for honesty, and for values.

Leading for Change

Leadership is about managing the constant of change.  The market and the world shaping your market are never going to stand still—especially in the New Economy.  One technical breakthrough or blockbuster deal could render your strategy irrelevant overnight.  Leaders have no choice but to be fluid, to learn to deal with ambiguity, to be able to change their business model.  That is why it is so important to have an overarching vision and values to steer by.

But, given a clear vision and strong values, how do we help move a church forward?  
Start with the Answers

It was John Maxwell who taught me the boss does not have all the answers—no one does.  When a team is floundering, you need somebody to step up and say, “I’ve got an answer.”  It doesn’t even have to be the right answer.  If you bring everybody into the process, you may discover quickly that it’s not the right answer.  What’s important is to spark action, debate, and a sense of urgency.

Set Bold Goals

A bold goal gets everyone’s attention, and it provides a simple measure of success for everyone in the church leadership. A goal of 10 to 20 percent is usually an achievable goal if the church will focus on evangelism and assimilation.  Steady growth wins over a flash in the pan that falls away all the time. 
Coach the Team

I understand the value of a team.  When a team clicks it becomes far more than the sum or its parts; the opposite is also true.  Great coaches, and effective leaders, understand everybody’s strength and everybody’s weakness.  They know how to play to those strengths.  Your job as a leader is to lift the game of the others on the team.  People have to be able to go home every day and know if they made a difference.
Understand the Human Connection

Never forget or forsake the people who are affected by your decisions, and who in turn affect your ability to implement decisions.  You cannot be sentimental in shaping the right strategy for the future.  Nor can you bully, badger, or fail to respect people.  I’ve never seen transformational efforts succeed when church leaders showed no concern for others.  
Knowing the Warning Signs that Undermine Change
Most change efforts fall far short of their potential.  Even with principled leadership, implementing change is a messy, perplexing, and never-ending process.  I have found some warning signs that can undermine change.

Declaring Victory

Most of the times when you start change initiatives, you get immediate lift.  The easy pickings are always the first to harvest.  It’s important to show early results and to celebrate success.  But if you don’t work for systematic, continuous improvement, the organization will snap back to original shape.  True victory is like a compelling vision—it is never really achieved.

Letting People Catch Their Breath

As you reach certain milestones you want to take the pressure off—to slow down, let people rest.  You cannot.  Change has a part of everyone’s job description.  You cannot keep people in perpetual fire-fighting mode, but initially, people do have to respond as if their house were on fire.  You then have to create a structure and ongoing process to make change a part of the business.

Delegating the Change Process

The pastor/leader has to walk the halls, make the calls, be physically and emotionally present.  You cannot tell subordinates to present your plan to the staff and give you a weekly update.  I have found that people love to give PowerPoint presentations, but they hate to actually give you information.  The change process starts with you—how you run your meetings, manage your calendar, share information.

Believing Your Own Press Clips

It is easy to be seduced by success.  Discount the good news and pay attention to your doubts.  Personal and organizational successes are fragile and fleeting.  You should take pride in you and your churches accomplishments, but you have to let people know that the best is always ahead of you.

Making “IT” worth It!
You cannot build value for church members, prospects, volunteers, lay leadership, or the community without a compelling vision and values for your new church.  You build value by becoming the leader in your community, the church that everybody wants to attend, work for, grow from, or support. It takes tremendous confidence to stake out the territory and to lead others toward it.  You have to withstand the doubts and loneliness of pastoral leadership.  At the same time you have to acknowledge to yourself and others that you don’t always know how you will reach your destination.  For others to follow you through times of uncertainty requires mutual trust and faith.  That is what clarity of vision and commitment to values can bring. I once thought that the test of personal leadership was the number of people that follow a leader.  But what is more rewarding is to look across a church and see the number of leaders in place, people who share a common aspiration and have the tools and wisdom—the vision and values—to achieve something great.  That is any planter’s greatest legacy, to make “IT” all worth it for everyone.  Then you know your vision is on right track.
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AquaChurch: Essential Leadership Arts for Piloting Your Church in Today’s Fluid Culture by Leonard Ira Sweet (Group Publishing Inc., 1999).

Church Planter’s Toolkit by Bob Logan (Church Smart Resource, 1991).

Developing a Vision for Ministry in the 21st Century, Planting Growing Churches for the 21st Century, Vision America and Values-Driven Leadership by Aubrey Malphurs (Baker Book House, 1998).

Fifth Discipline and Fifth Discipline Fieldbook by Peter M. Senge, Art Kleiner, Charlotte Roberts (Doubleday, 1994). One of the five disciplines involves “Shared Vision.”

Leadership Challenge by James M. Kouzes, Barry Z. Posner, Tom Peters (Jossey-Bass, 1996).

Teaching the Elephant to Dance by James A. Belesco (Penguin Group, 1999). From the business world; a good piece on the importance of vision and vision casting.
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Visionary Leadership by Burt Nanis (Jossey-Bass, 1992).
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Some Get Going Motivators (side Bar Stuff)
If you are successful you will win false friends and true enemies.  Succeed anyway.  The service you render today will be forgotten tomorrow. Serve people anyway.
Honesty and frankness will make you vulnerable.  Be honest and frank anyway.
The smallest men with the smallest ideas can shoot down the biggest men with the biggest ideas.  Think big anyway.

People pretend to love the “little” people, but sell their souls to the “big” people.  Fight for the “little” people anyway. 

People really need help, but may attack you if you do help them.  Help people anyway. Give the world the best you have and you’ll get kicked in the teeth.  Give the world the best you have anyway.
The nose of a bulldog is slanted backwards so he can continue to breathe without letting go!  
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