Suggested Guidelines For A Visioning Process
These Guidelines will focus on:

1)  Why vision is so important

2) How to prepare for a vision/discernment process

3) How to organize all-church meetings 

4) How to put all the pieces together into a vision “statement” and action plan

5) How to make sure the vision and values get embedded into the congregation
Overview
Discerning God’s spirit for the future is some of the most important work a congregation can do.   The key is discerning how God is calling us into the future and to whom God is calling us.    God has a vision for our church and our community and our work is to listen, sense and follow that vision.   Churches that have discerned a vision stay focused and make decisions based on what God is calling them to do.   Proverbs is correct in saying, “Without a vision, the people perish”.   We want your congregation to thrive with a deep sense of where God is calling you in ministry and mission. 
Some common mistakes congregations make in the vision/discernment process are:

· Taking a few leaders away for a day and weekend, designing a vision and then coming back and trying to “sell” that vision to a congregation that hasn’t been involved in the process.

· Not doing the preparation work of prayer and scripture reading.

· Not taking the time to understand the mission field around the church.

· Failing to link both the head and the heart in the vision process.

· Not implementing the vision and values of the process back into the life of the congregation.

· Believing that the vision is about “my” church and “my” personal tastes rather than God’s church and God’s vision for us.

· Failing to invest the needed time and energy to discern God’s vision.
A group to lead the process

It is very helpful to set up a Vision Team who will lead this process for a congregation.  This Team should be made up of leaders in the congregation who have exhibited a deep faith and who have the gifts of listening well, synthesizing a lot of data, and coalescing that data into a sense of vision and purpose.  What should be avoided is having a person on this Team who has an “agenda” and can’t hear anyone else.

Pieces of the Puzzle

Discerning God’s vision for your congregation is really like putting a number of pieces of a jigsaw puzzle together to see more clearly how God is calling the congregation.   Some of the pieces of that puzzle include:

1)  Scripture and Prayer:  It is crucial to ground the process in God’s Spirit.   The church needs to form a Prayer Team (or use an existing Prayer Team) to be praying for each step of this process.  In addition, before all church meetings are held, as much of the congregation as possible needs to be engaged in reading and reflecting on some of the great Vision passages in Scripture.   This process will help congregational members see how God has given vision throughout history and how God might give vision to this congregation.   This kind of spiritual grounding is crucial and is a needed investment of time and energy. (see Appendix for list of scriptures)
2) Understanding the Mission Field:  Along with a scriptural grounding the congregation needs to go into a vision process with a clear sense of who is in the community around them.    A study of demographics, interviewing leaders in the community, prayer triads, etc; gives a congregation a sense of the heart of the community.  This understanding serves a backdrop for the all-church gatherings.  

These two preparatory steps are essential.   This allows the church to enter into some all-church discussion with the Bible in one hand and a sense of the community in the other.   Skipping these preparatory steps leads to a shallow and often inward-focused vision/discernment process.

 The congregation then proceeds to three all-church meetings.  These gatherings usually take place about a month apart. These meetings focus on:

1)  History-The congregation reviews its history in time segments.  The timeline begins with the present and moves backwards in segments (segments can be based on pastorates or decades).  In each segment the congregation is asked to look at celebrations in that period, struggles, what was happening in the local community and what was happening in the world.   The timeline goes backward until a time is reached when no one present was alive.   Then the church is asked for the “oral history” it knows and that is added to the timeline.  After building a complete timeline each member is asked to write one summarizing sentence.   Each member is asked to complete the sentence:  “Looking at our time line, we are a church …”   People then share some of these sentences.   The Vision Team then collects all those sentences and looks for summaries and patterns.   The Vision Team then reflects and prays on the results and adds this to their reflections on scripture and the mission field.
2) Values-A session is held to build consensus around what will be the hallmarks of behavior for the church.  These values set up a litmus test for future actions of the congregation.  Here is how the process works:
a)  Each person is given a list of about 50 values.  Individually each person  chooses the top ten values he/she feels is most important for the church and is willing to live out in his/her life.

b) Members are then placed in groups of 6.   The goal of each group is to share their choices and come to a consensus around five values.  This means definitions and consensus must be shared.

c) Each group of 6 then shares its Top five with the entire church and then the congregation looks for trends and similarities.  Usually anywhere from 3-5 values emerge.

d) The congregation then brainstorms what those values might look like if they were lived out in the next 5 years in the church.

The Vision Team collects all this data and prays over it along with the history, scripture and mission field information.   The goal is for the Vision Team to be discerning where God’s Spirit is in the midst of this work.

3) Growth Areas-The congregation self-selects into four groups.

a) Strengths-This group brainstorms the strengths of the congregation.  They then answer the question:  “What two or three strengths do we need to build upon in our congregation over the next five years in order to move our ministry and mission forward?’

b) Improvements-This group focuses on the question:  “If we were to improve in two or three areas in the next five years, what would those areas be and what would we do?”

c) Community-A third group focuses on the community work done in the preparation portion of the process and responds to the question:  “What group in the community do we most need to reach in the next five years and how should we go about this?”

d) Dreamers-This group does creative dreaming around what the congregation might look like in five years and paints a “picture” of what the church could be.

All four groups then report back to the entire congregation and the Vision Team receives a wealth of information.  Again, this data is prayed over along with the other pieces to discern God’s vision.

Many congregations then add a Energy or zero-based programming exercise to check that what has been said in the congregational meetings reflects what people are actually willing to do.  Here is how this exercise works:
1)  Ask each committee or group in church to list every component of what they currently do and anything they ever dreamed of doing.

2) Put all of these lists into one packet and make enough packets for the entire congregation.

3) Invite the congregation to review this packet and insist that they sign their copy (unsigned copies will not be collated).

4) Each member then rates each item on a 1-5 scale of importance and then indicates which item he/she will actually put time, talent and treasure toward.   
The Vision Team then collates these results and sees where there is energy in the congregation.

Putting it all Together

When all of this work has been done, the Vision Team then prays over the pieces and discerns where the Spirit is leading the congregation.  This may take some time of reflection and discussion.   The Vision Team then does three things.

a) Designs a word, phrase, symbol, image, etc. that captures the sense of this vision/discernment process.

b) Develops an Action Plan with first steps and recommends how the Action Plan will be carried out by the leadership of the congregation.   Part of this plan will also include how to evaluate progress in the years ahead.

c) Bring the vision “statement” and Action Plan back to the congregation for discussion and approval.

Time Table

An in-depth vision/discernment process takes most of a church year to complete.   The more investment of time and energy, the clearer and more on target the vision becomes.   This work then becomes the guidepost for all activities, worship, mission efforts, etc. for the years to come.

Embedding Vision and Values
It is then crucial that a congregation imbed the vision and values into the life of the church.  Some of the ways this can happen include:

· Put the Vision Statement and values in every worship folder, stationary and agenda.

· Make sure every group ends its meeting with this evaluation question:  “As a result of our work how have we lived out the vision and values of our congregation?”

· Make every Annual Meeting a reflection on how the church has lived out vision and what needs to happen in the next year to better live it out.

· Make sure all leaders have a deep sense of the vision and values.

· Use the vision and values as a key portion of any newcomers orientation.

· Highlight the vision and values in a variety of ways in worship.

· Put up posters and signs that highlight the vision and values.

Appendix

Reading the Community

There are several important steps in understanding “who’s out there” in the community around you.

1) Use of Percept Demographic Data.  Go to Link2Lead.com for basic information.  At that website you may:

a) Complete a survey on your openness to change.

b) Complete a Leadership Survey.

c) Do a Ministry Match of your programs vs. community needs.

d) Download a “First View” Report.

2) Interview Community leaders-Numbers alone are not enough.   It is important to interview key community leaders who work with various segments of the population.  For example, if there is a Council of Elder Affairs in your community, set up a time to interview the Director and ask him/her about the needs of the people they serve.  Several such interviews will help to deepen your understanding of the community.

3) Listening-Prayer Triads-This is the most difficult of the “who’s out there” pieces, but it is also the most fruitful.   Here is what you do.

a) Put together as many groups of three people as possible.

b) Each triad agrees to meet one evening a week for 2 or 3 weeks.

c) Gather in one person’s home, read scripture, and pray for listening hearts.

d) Go to any public place (arena, shopping mall, restaurant, etc.)  Spend an hour listening and observing behavior.

e) Say little to anyone including your Triad partners.

f) Return to the home and talk about what you saw and heard.

g) Record in a journal the Triad’s conversation.

h) Pray for the strangers you saw.

4) Interview the un-churched.

Herb Miller suggests that four questions be asked:


a)  What are the greatest needs of people in this area?


b)  Why do you think people don’t attend church?


c)   If you decided to attend church, what would you look for?

d)   What advice would you give our church to better serve this community?


Collate results and look for patterns.

5) Other ways to get to know your neighborhood

a) Have members of the congregation walk through the neighborhood and interact with people.

b) Do a drive-thru after worship and come back and reflect.

c) Videotape the mission field and show it to the congregation.

6) The goal is to get a snapshot of the area your church is in. 










