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“Across North
America today
most churches are
experiencing very
limited growth or

even decline.”

The Pastor’s Role In
Vision-Based Leadership

Editor’s Note: Unless otherwise indicated all Bible references in this paper are to the New
International Version (N1V). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1973.

Across North America today most churches are experiencing very
limited growth or even decline. There are multiple factors that
contribute to this systemic problem. These factors include, but are
not limited to (a) a maintenance mentality, prioritizing the sustaining
of church programs and facilities; (b) pastoral dependency, limiting
lay member’s participation; (c) apathy and complacency about the
lost in the community around the church; and (d) the lack of clear
vision, purpose, and direction to unify and inspire the energy and
resources of the congregation.

It is this last factor that | would suggest has the potential
to change the whole system. The role of vision for a congregation is
not the same as a mission statement. Though a mission statement
is helpful, the mission of the church is provided in Scripture and
though it can be worded in many ways, should largely be the same
from congregation to congregation. However, a vision is a descriptive
picture of the future for that congregation. A vision should answer
the question, “What would it look like here if we were really fulfilling
our mission?” By defining the future, the congregation can form
plans and priorities to support that future. Without this vision,
the congregation will not be able to choose between many positive
opportunities, therefore diluting their impact and limiting their
success.

There is a great need for churches to understand how this
purpose and direction should be determined and by whom. Is this
vision for the church’s future supposed to just materialize out of the
need? Or is there a specific process? Who is responsible for this
vision discernment, formulation, and articulation?

The time and space limitation of this article does not allow
the entire process to be explored, nor as a result, described. The goal
here is to identify the source of the vision process. In other words,
should this vision discernment, formulation, and articulation come
primarily from the pastor, or from the congregation or a committee
of the congregation?
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Becoming clear about the best source for the origin of vision
could be significant for pastors and churches. It seems that in current
common practices visioning is thought of as a consensus process.

So congregation and pastor seem to be waiting for the vision to
just bubble up from the planning they do together. But the vision
seldom arrives in a clear recognizable form. The congregational
leaders may over time begin to see a pattern or a direction, but it
is not well-formed or articulated. There is a significant difference
between churches that have a vision to draw them forward and those
that do not. Those who do not have a vision always seem to be about
maintenance of programs and facilities. Those who have some vision
are looking for more. More means trying new ideas, creating more
than borrowing. These churches seem to be focused on making a
meaningful difference rather than just surviving.

Identifying a leader’s role in the process of establishing a
vision could by itself create a pathway for realizing the potential
of a congregation. 1 believe the commitment among our pastors
and congregational leaders is sufficient; they just dont know the
significance this one action could have in the life of the church.
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One might assum%e church has understood the meaning of being
led by values and vision all along, but this has not always been true.
It has largely been a revival of visionary leadership in the business
environment that has brought the church back to its use (Hybels,
2002, p. 13). So what have business leaders learned about the power
of vision that has made it so desirable to them?

Business leaders have found that leading large numbers of
people in complex enterprises is not best accomplished through
coercion, manipulation, or authoritative controls. They have realized
that people respond best to workplaces that offer meaning and
purpose to the work being done. Jerry Porras, co-author of Built
To Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies, talked about the
motivation vision offers in an interview with Fast Company:

| would say what’s more important in these companies is that they
want to live their values, they want to serve their purpose. . .. The
visionary companies, they say we will shoot for the target of living
our core values and pursuing our purpose. (Underwood, 2004)

Because they make an effort to understand and rally people around
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“core values” and “purpose,” they are able to gain loyalty and higher
energy levels for the pursuit of the company’s vision.

These businesses have discovered that it is not charisma that
defines good leadership; it is the ability to see and lead into the future
that makes a good leader. Kouzes and Posner (2002) put it this way:

The message thousands of people are sending is that unless they
also believe an aspiring leader is forward-looking, they arent likely
to follow willingly. Just ask yourself, would you voluntarily enlist
in @ movement or join an organization in which the leaders have
no idea where they're headed? (p. 111)

This is clearly a lesson the church needs to understand. We need to
train and guide our pastor/leaders to be visionary in their leadership.

Another significant reason business leaders are taking hold of
the vision process is the result it brings to efficiency and productivity.
John P. Kotter (1996), a Harvard Business School expert on business
leadership, explains what vision can do:

“Vision helps align individuals, thus coordinating the actions of
motivated people in a remarkably efficient way. . . . With clarity
of vision, managers and employees can figure out for themselves
This is clearly a les(e anoneny)30(prTJTc25(siness lea cany )]nJTFTJs )w6
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Faith-Based Hope

“Visions are about hopes, dreams, and aspirations. They’re about
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Courage to Challenge the Status Quo

It is possible we are just not clear about the potential God would have
us see for the church. It is also possible that we are uneasy about the
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Could the placement of responsibility be much clearer? The
pastor as the leader appointed both by God in his calling and by the
church organization through committee, is the leader of the local
church. Since leadership and vision are so closely tied together, the
pastor must seek clarity of vision if he/she would lead. George Barna
(1992) describes the failure of so many churches to experience a clear
vision. He says it is due to a belief in a series of 20 myths about
vision. Notice his choice for the number one myth: “Myth 1-Vision
should be the result of a consensus among the church’s key leaders
regarding future activity by the church. Reality-Vision is not the
result of consensus; it should result in consensus” (p. 45).
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So the pastor/leader is responsible to seek, discern, and articulate
vision. How does a pastor go about doing this? The pastor/leader
should first seek God’s leading in this matter. If the pastor/leader
runs ahead of God in this he or she may, even without knowing it,
present his or her agenda rather than God’s. It is important for the
pastor/leader to take a humble approach at this step, to gain the
assurance that God is the source of the vision. Much later in the
process this confidence will be needed to courageously defend the
heart of the vision. Many of the classic spiritual disciplines such

as prayer, Bible study, solitude, fasting, and reflection could bring

the pastor into the right place to begin hearing God’s desires. The
pastor/leader should listen to people’s needs, become familiar with
the community around the church, and talk with the members about
their values and core beliefs. Praying about the needs he/she observes
and asking God to clarify His response to those needs are essential
steps. Out of this experience God will reveal a need, and a vision in
answer to that need.

James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner (2002), in writing
about leadership from the secular business perspective, describe the
importance of reflective searching of the heart for vision. “Finding
your vision, like finding your voice, is a process of self-exploration
and self-creation. It’s an intuitive, emotional process” (p. 115).

Bill Hybels (2002) pursues a similar track when he describes the
personalization of the vision. “So first, leaders see the vision. Then
they feel so deeply about it that they inspire others. The next step
in the progression is for leaders to take responsibility for the vision.
They have to own it” (p. 36).

What if the church already has a well-established and
successful ministry? Should every new pastor bring a new and



28  The Journal of Applied Christian Leadership

separate vision? That probably would not be wise. In these
situations, where the church is healthy, the pastor needs to focus on
discerning the vision God has already revealed to the congregation.
This vision is to be found in observing the direction of ministry
revealed in the giftedness and passion of the church members.

In such cases the pastor’s role as a leader still makes him or her
responsible for the clear articulation of the vision he or she has found
existing in the life of the congregation (Rainer, 1994, p. 44).
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Even the most inspired and prayerfully sought vision will mean
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Finding a shared vision worth the time, talent, and resources of our
people to accomplish is not simple or quick. Yet too often the writing
of a vision statement is treated as if it were just another task to check
off a list. Sometimes we hear, “We have done that, so we won't need
to talk about vision for awhile.” The whole point of a “vision” is to
create a description of the future for the church so it can be actively
pursued and become a reality over time. Discerning, capturing,
describing, and articulating the vision are not the completion of the
vision process; they are only the beginning. “There is no auto pilot
in the enterprise of visioneering. Sustaining a vision’s forward motion
requires the visionary’s constant attention. Preserving the integrity of
a vision demands that the navigator be fully engaged” (Stanley, 1999,
p. 259).

For the vision to have an effect on the life and ministry of the
congregation, it must become a vital part of the planning, decision-
making, and communication activities of the church. “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” (Stanley, 2004, p. 68). Rick Warren (1995) has often
been quoted for this valuable contribution to understanding the
importance of repeating the vision:
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Vision and purpose must be restated every twenty-six days to
keep the church moving in the right direction. In other words,
make sure you communicate your purpose at least monthly. It is
amazing how quickly human beings—and churches—Ilose their
sense of purpose. (p. 38)

Repeating the vision does not mean repeating a slogan. The vision
may be represented by a slogan, a graphic, or even a metaphor. But
the vision is always more than the phrase or image that represents it.
It is the heart and passion of the vision that needs to be repeated, so
that the people will be moved by its meaning.

We should not think this repetition or communication of the
vision can be reduced to a mechanical process. If the vision is going
to continue to be “compelling,” it will need to be freshly spoken and
described on a regular basis. Maybe even better is what Bill Hybels
(2002) proposes: “How does a leader best communicate vision? By
embodying it. By personifying it. By living it out” (p. 38).
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“One of the greatest
needs in the North
American church
today is to energize
a shared ministry
between clergy and

laity.”
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One of the greate! Meds in the North American church today is

to energize a shared ministry between clergy and laity. The work to
be done requires more gifts, more ideas, more resources of time and
energy than pastors can produce. Every member is needed for who
they are and what they can bring to the effort. If we are to impact
our portion of the world with the message of Christ, we need to
broaden our influence. For this to occur requires leaders who will
paint a picture of what can be in the days ahead for the church. Such
a vision has the potential to unify and multiply our efforts. We need
to believe in a possibility greater than ourselves and our previous
accomplishments. The future of the church fulfilling its purpose is
dependent on visionary leaders who will call us to rise to a new level
together.

This article has explored the importance of vision in the
leadership role of the pastor. It has clarified that pastors have a
responsibility to incorporate shared vision into their leadership
method. The pastor may start alone seeking God for guidance, or he
or she may create urgency for others to join in the visioning quest.
Either way, a leader has the choice: lead with vision or manage the
status quo. This should never invite the leader to boost his/her ego
over the vision. The vision is not a territory to be possessed. The
vision must always be subject to God’s leading and open for prayerful
reconsideration. The vision is designed to serve God’s purpose, so the
leader who delivers the vision should always see himself/herself as a
servant.

Therefore we need to train our pastors and other
congregational leaders how to seek and clarify a vision for the local
church. We need to equip them and mentor them in the process so
they can succeed. We need to help them articulate and energize the
vision. When we do this, we will truly empower members and clergy
to join their lives together in the compelling, transformational power
of a God-honoring vision.

Ba, ¢ (eade ;Wf 2 eo'..i . adac, “e'3- LA g

1. The leader seeks to hear God’s heart through spiritual disciplines.

2. The leader observes human needs that “cry out” for solutions.

3. Avision in response to the need begins to stir in the leader’s heart.

4. The leader invites others around him/her to join in the seeking and
observing steps.
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