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Preparing for this talk has brought a real sense of nostalgia. Mark Tanner’s book ‘How to develop vision in the local church’ opens with the quote from Proverbs 29:18 from the authorized version. ‘Where there is no vision the people perish’. It’s 25 years since I started working in a mainline charismatic church. And that verse was often quoted.  We constantly needed to discover God’s vision for our church.  
Tanner’s view, as was that of the vicar of the church I served a quarter of a century ago, is that God has a clear, specific, discernable and unique vision for your church. Now you don’t need me to tell you that basing such a view on Proverbs 29:18 is not good exegesis. The word vision, is more commonly translated revelation. The writer is saying that people need God’s word in order to live. Man lives not by bread alone, but by the word of God. 
Further we have lived through a healthy recovery within classical evangelicalism of the sufficiency of Scripture to rule church life. We don’t need new words from God. The vision for a local church is revealed within Scripture. 
But that means that life in a local church can’t be static. I remember one church I worked in. I was trying to encourage the congregation to think through what might be our priorities for the next few years. I asked people to think what they would like church life to look like in 25 years time. What kind of church they would like their grandchildren to come to. ‘Just like it is now’, said one member.

But church can’t be static. First because the gospel response calls for change. Repentance and faith isn’t a static thing. It’s what we do when we start out as Christians and what we continue to do. Secondly just look at the pen of Paul. He wants us to grow  and be built up in love until we all reach maturity. He wants our love to abound more and more. He wants God to fill us with the knowledge of all spiritual wisdom. That’s the language of change. And then thirdly church can’t be static because our culture changes. If we are to be all things to all men in order to save some, then we will need to change and adapt as culture changes. 
Goals, aims and priorities. It seems to me that there are two dangers that we can face.
First:
We can be consumed with the routine and so lose sight of the ‘big picture’ There can be so much going on at church, there can be so much for us as leaders to manage, that we never sit back and think what are our end goals. What should we be pushing at? 
Or we can swing to the other extreme. Secondly:  We can be overwhelmed with the size of the task and so lose sight of what we could do. That is we know the big picture, we know that God wants all people everywhere to repent. And when we think of our patch in the harvest field there seems so much to do that we become daunted by it and we end up not doing as much as we could do. 
So this morning is really a morning to help us think through what we might do as local churches. 
Now I take it we all agree that: The Bible must set the ‘big picture’. Whatever we do as church must fit into the big picture. It must come under the umbrella of the big picture. 
It’s not a bad thing to notice that Paul had goals, aims and priorities. Sure we may not be able to translate them directly to us, some things of Paul’s ministry are directly apostolic. But it will help us have some clarity to what we might set as some of shorter term goals, aims and priorities.

First Paul is motivated by the glory of God. That’s what drives Paul’s ministry. You’ll remember in Acts 17 how when Paul went to Athens he saw that the city was full of idols and it gutted him. It wasn’t right that people didn’t worship the living God. Or read Paul’s prayers at the start of NT letters. He prays for the Philippians to be filled with the fruit of righteousness, to the glory of God. 
That motivation leads Paul to be concerned for gospel proclamation. So in Romans 15 Paul can say that he has always made it his ambition to preach where Christ was not known. To the Ephesian elders in Acts 20 he tells them that he wants to finish the task the Lord Jesus had given him – the task of testifying to the gospel of God. Gospel proclamation was Paul’s ambition, was his aim. 
Closely related therefore, is his desire to present believers. A number of times Paul uses OT worship language to speak about what he hopes the gospel will bring about. So again in Romans 15 he speaks of his priestly duty to proclaim the gospel, so that the Gentiles might become an acceptable offering to God. Or describing his ministry in Colossians 1, he says we proclaim Christ, so that we may present everyone perfect, or mature, in Christ. 
It means Paul can have  ‘personal’ ambitions for his ministry. Now it’s interesting that the word ambition is most often used of selfish ambition, which is clearly wrong. However Paul does have the ambition of wanting to know Christ, he wants to finish the race, so doesn’t run aimlessly, that is without a clear focus. He wants to finish his ministry. 
There are big picture goals. Paul has them. And they clearly drove his ministry, what he did.  So the big picture goals that we read in the NT ought to drive  the ministry of the church. But how do we decide what specifically we ought to do? If there is so much to do, and there are limitations on what we can do, how do we work out what we should do? And then the issue is how do we translate goals into a reality of something we do? 
This morning I want us ask a few simple questions. Let’s ask first: Who sets the goals? As I have been reading a number of books a couple of possibilities emerge. First ministry leadership? Who decides what Tesco and M and S are going to do? Ultimately it is the board. Who should set the direction of what church will do? The leadership. Now in some circles it is the apostle, or the prophetic visionary. In our circles it might be the minister, ministry team, eldership, church council.
Another possibility  is the congregation. Mark Tanner argues in his book that we believe in the priesthood of all believers and therefore everyone has access to the Spirit to be led into the specific vision god has for your church. In our circles we call it collaboration.
However I’d suggest that exclusively going for one and not the other can have dangers. If you go for the top down style, the elders telling the church what they are going to do, it suits the dictator, the control freak and megalomaniac. It can mean the congregation feels dominated, thinking themselves only minions. It can lead to ministers being over-burdened and members feeling demotivated.

If you do for the bottom-up style, the congregation developing the direction, it suits leaders who are collaborative and lacking inspiration. However it can mean that congregations feel unlead, thinking of church as a democracy. It can lead to a hundred members having a hundred views,  which can lead to disunity and discouragement when one persons view is not taken up. 

In practise my hunch is that we have to develop something of both. Both leading and listening. Of directing but also involving. We want leadership, but also unity. Now I am not going to spend time now on how we achieve that as we set aims for our churches. Indeed it’s possible to add in other things into the mix. 
I have had the joy of spending time with a couple of partnership churches in helping them work through what they might do. Churches can use someone from outside to ask the questions that will help them think through their priorities. 

It’s also possible for churches to be collaborative. Two churches in the same patch can partner together and agree to have complementary, but different aims. ‘If you are concentrating on that area we will focus on this’.
But whatever method we use it’s worth thinking about:

Factors that might influence goal setting.
Here are a few suggestions. They are not exhaustive by any means. And you don’t have to allow these things to bind you in what you do. For example you could decide that reaching the Outer Hebrides comes under the Bible big picture. You could decide to relocate there. And close where you are now. But that’s unlikely. 

So first factor, your heritage. Most churches can’t escape from the fact that they have a history. Most churches are what they are today because of things that have happened in the past. And sometimes those factors have a bearing on what they can do in the short term. For example denomination, or founding documents. Some Anglicans may feel that denominational loyalty means there some things they might want to do but shouldn’t. 
Or free churches. I am at present helping a free church try to change its trust deed because the deed they are governed by is hindering what they would like to do.
Then churchmanship is part of our heritage. That may influence what can be done in the short to medium term. Characters are also part of our heritage. I think of the situation when I arrived as a minister at a church. My predecessor had a very strong personality. And the church I inherited was rightly very loyal to him, and loyal to the emphases that he had brought. To have announced straight away that I wanted to change this that or the other would have only made people defensive. They wouldn’t have liked a perceived criticism of my predecessor. 

The question therefore to think about is: does our church have a particular heritage that shapes what we can or can’t do as a church. Or are there aspects of our heritage that we will need to allow for as we develop and communicate particular aims?
A second factor: your context. Here we have to give some thought as to where we are at this particular moment in our life as a church. There are any number of things about our context that have a bearing. For example our geographical position. Where you is are where you are. I know of a church that at the moment is trying to wrestle with whether they are geographically in the right place. They have been thinking of whether to relocate where they meet in order to better reach the people they think they are most likely to be able to reach with the gospel. 

I can think of a church in our region where nobody that comes to the church lives anywhere near it. The community around where their building is has changed significantly over the last 20 years. They are now starting to wonder whether they should relocate where they meet, or whether they should do intentional things in order to reach the people that they now find living around them. 
Which means in terms of geography it is worth knowing what is out there. If a church is going to work out what it needs to do in order to better reach people for Christ, it is worth knowing what kinds of people are there that we could seek to reach. It is very easy to assume that we know the communities within our reach but in fact not really do so.

George B Thompson Jnr – you can tell which continent he’s likely to be from – has written a book that gives away where he’s from. The book is called ‘Futuring your church’. With the subtitle – finding your vision and making it work. He’s got some very practical ways of finding out information. He speaks in terms of hard data and soft data. Hard data is stuff like size, population, age spread, ethnic mix, schools, median income, educational level etc. All of that information I had to give to the government on Sunday. And it is possible to collect such data and compare it with data from 25 years ago. In other words what is out there may have been changing and your church hasn’t really noticed it. 
Such information affects what a church might put it’s energies into. For example I know of on a church that has a secondary school within it’s parish, in fact very close to its building. They have historically put a lot of effort into their schools work. But they have just discovered that the school has only 38 in year 7 and has only got 35 applicants for year 7 this year. It used to have 180 in each year group. The information tells something about the population around where the church is. It could mean that the population has aged, or it could mean that the population has changed. Either might make an impact on what the church seeks to do.

Soft data is then about trying to get a ‘feel’ of a particular area. For example a group of 30 year olds who live in Leyland will be a different group of people to a group of 30 year olds living in Salford dockland accommodation. They will have a very different feel. Soft data is found by asking what people read, what values do they hold, which way do they vote. 
As you look at your context geography and  what’s there may well lead you to think about the opportunities that you most naturally have. We don’t always have to do the things that are hardest for us.

Heritage, context, and then thirdly you might think about your resources. Again this isn’t a binding thing on us. Cross cultural mission would never have happened if we felt limited by who we are and what we have got. If we think that we are a church of only white Anglo-Saxons that doesn’t mean that you don’t think about working to reach the large Islamic community on your doorstep. But who you have and what they can do are a factor to think about. 
A church I know wanted to reach a particular part of their town where they perceived no real gospel witness. They didn’t think people would travel across town to where they met. So they were minded to plant a church in this area. It was the more trendy part of town. Arty, alternative, Guardian readers. They looked at who they had, what gifts people had got. It had a significant impact on who they asked to be part of the church plant. Who have we got, what realistically could they do?
Factors that might influence goal setting.
Next: Taking intentional steps
You put all of the above, and plenty more considerations, into the melting pot and between leaders and people you come up with some things that you want to do. You’ll want to have a blend of optimism, asking the Lord to be at work, but also a measure of realism. You could set a goal of planting 50 congregations within a year, or seeing a church grow to 2,000 within 2 years. But optimism, which believes God can do big things, and realism that doesn’t turn people off could lead you to come up with some things that you want to have a go at.

Here at the St Andrew’s we’ve been through a process of thinking what our dreams are for the next 5 years. They were published at the start of this year. They are in our latest church newsletter. But I reckon the process started with a Saturday morning gathering about this time last year. Here are 5 dreams we have set ourselves.
Plant: we’ll aim to plant another church locally, but outside Leyland, where there is a need to reach more people for Jesus

Send: we can’t keep the gospel or resources that we’ve been given to ourselves, so we’ll aim to send on 2 families or individuals into overseas mission

Equip: we want to have 80% of adults in Growth Groups (midweek homegroups) + to equip and train leaders to be responsible for them

Grow: we will aim to grow our 4 congregations so that we double to have 750/800 and have appropriate staff to support that

Build: we want to redevelop our hall so that it can help us serve our town. 

But to start along the path we need to take some intentional steps. I don’t think any of these goals can be realized with the Lord doing something amazing, but neither can they unless intentional steps are taken.

When you have identified some goals it’s worth mapping out the intentional steps that are likely to need to be taken. Now of course there needs to be flexibility here. But generally I try to work in measurable steps. You can’t always put them on a timeline, but you can work out what needs to be done. 
And it’s worth asking: what needs to be done first? I think that it is often helpful to think about what you need to do in the first year that pushes the aims forward. Here are some things to think about. First is there any further research that needs to be done? Before planting a church I reckon that we will need to do some more research about the church scene in the locality outside Leyland. Who lives where? What churches are there? And as you think about research, it’s worth being intentional and so identifying who is going to do the research, and by when, and report to whom. 
Secondly are there any people that need to be drawn in. Of course we want everyone to share the aims, we want everyone to be praying about them. But not everyone will be involved in the details of working each of the goals out. So for example if we want to expand the number of people in growth groups, and do that as we pray for the church to grow in size, we will need to identify potential leaders. 

As we think about a new hall building it won’t happen through meetings of the whole church. Sure we want everyone to feel involved, everyone in time to give, but it will be driven by a particular group of people. Who are they? Why them? Do they need to released from other areas of service in order to do it.

My own view is that’s worth thinking about that with evangelism. If we want to reach people for Christ, and grow in numbers, my experience is that new contacts come about through a relatively small percentage of the church family. Do we need to release them for other things to do that.
Then thirdly: Is there any training that needs to be done? If we want to send two sets of people into overseas mission it is likely that they will need training. Do they need to test an appetite for cross-cultural work. Do they need to try a short term trip. 

Or these new growth group leaders. If we identify a set this year, they will need to be trained. How and who by? 

Or fourthly: Are there resources that need to be found? For example does a new church plant need a specific minister to lead it. How will we identify such a person? Do you need to raise money before a particular project can start?
Then a final thing:. It’s worth keeping the goals on the agenda. There are a number of aspects to this. First make sure that they continue to be prayed about. It is prayer that shows our dependence of the lord to do the work. There’s always a danger when we talk about goals, aims and priorities they we think it is all down to us. 
Secondly I think as ministers we need to keep showing our church families from applications of God’s word why these are important goals and how they come under the umbrella of the big picture. 
Then thirdly keep reviewing how we are going with them. And because we are not charismatics we don’t believe that any aims we come up with are binding on us. They are not God’s word. And so we can change them as time goes by. We can modify them as circumstances alter. And we can change the time frame.  6 years ago St Andrew’s set their goals for 2006-2010. in God’s kindness some of the goals were more than exceeded. We have planted more churches than we thought we ever could. But another of them stands with not as much progress as we had hoped. And it meant that we had to re-evaluate. Why didn’t we get that done? Were we being unrealistic to start with, had we underestimated the research that needed to be done, the things that needed to be thought through. Had we convinced the church that it was a sensible thing for us to do.

The old line that if you aim at nothing you hit every time, has an element of truth in it. But the big picture means we can’t be static and do what we’ve always done. So it’s worth at least asking what could we do for the promotion of the gospel, for the glory of God. 
