    PARISH IDENTITY: MISSION, VISION & GOALS
Diocese of Nova Scotia & Prince Edward Island
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Saint Paul writes, “For it is God who is at work in you, 
enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13)
Introduction – Aiming for God’s Dream
Every Parish (and church) has a special identity in the Body of Christ and a particular call to mission. Once this Divine purpose and plan are discerned and named by the leadership, ministry is well positioned to flourish and make a difference in the world God loves. In our Diocese our vision is ‘to create and sustain Christ-centered, mission-minded ministering communities of faith.’ Mission is not only what we do, but also who we are. By their very nature healthy, vital congregations exist and grow to be salt and light in the community. The following is a suggested method for prayerfully discovering what God’s dream is for a Parish, including their mission, vision and goal objectives for the future. This entire process is called a Mission Action Plan (MAP). Effective MAPs require effort, patience and diligence. It is a general truth that the best things in life take time.
METHOD & DISCERNMENT:

Prayer, scripture reading and holy listening are the foundational legs to this MAP process. Ideally, this is done in a retreat setting, such as an off-site community room, wilderness camp, a restaurant quiet room, outside chapel, or someone’s home, etc. It can be held in a church hall, as long as it is a place without interruptions and distractions. It can also be held over several weekly or bi-weekly sessions (for example, every 2nd Thursday evening). Depending on the Parish’s desire to explore all 5 steps or only 3 steps, this MAP process could take from 2 months to              6 months to undertake. Discernment takes time!
The entire procedure – before, during and after – requires a fresh focus and emphasis on corporate and private prayer. This is encouraged and practiced, not only during the discernment gatherings, but also particularly during worship and all parish meetings. 
“Let the Lord your God show us where we should go and what we should do.” (Jeremiah 42:3)
Start at the Very Beginning

There are several different models of a Mission Action Plan for parishes. This one includes five basic stages:

1. Where are we? 


(Compiling a complete inventory) 
2. Who are we? 


(Identifying the parish’s mission)

3. Where do we want to go? 
(Creating a vision statement)
4. How do we get there?

(Naming several goals)
5. Get moving. 


(Putting goals into action, evaluation, etc.)   

A Mission Action Plan is most valuable when a faith community seeks to discern God’s call on their corporate life. The focus is not on what we are going to do for God, but the more unpredictable approach of asking what God wants to do with us, among us and through us.
 


1. WHERE ARE WE? 
This is the beginning phase of doing a parish audit or inventory. Sometimes this is called “asset-based mapping” in that all the strengths, resources and potential treasures are named. These not only include financial and material assets, but also ‘soft’ assets like the gifting of parishioners and leaders, successful ministry initiatives (especially the fun things!), the church’s natural, cultural and geographical positives (for example a nearby beach, a neighbourhood known for its performing arts, or location on a main road). This is a process of discovery for the parish as they identify the enormous resources God has provided for them. Asset mapping is based on a theology of abundance, not scarcity.
Parishes may also wish to explore a tool used in project planning called a SWOT Analysis: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats. Strengths and weaknesses are often internal to your organization, while opportunities and threats generally relate to external factors.
· Strengths: What do you do well? What unique resources can you draw on? What do others see as your strengths?

· Weaknesses: What could you improve? Where do you have fewer resources than others? What are others likely to see as weaknesses?

· Opportunities: What opportunities are open to you? What trends could you take advantage of? How can you turn your strengths into opportunities?

· Threats: What threats could harm you? What threats do your weaknesses expose you to?
Other sources of inventory information may include annual Parochial Return forms; Parish Profiles (when hiring a new rector); Statistics Canada neighbourhood data; Interviews of people in the wider (non-church) community; The Healthy Churches Handbook congregational survey results.  
This compiling of a complete inventory activity may be done in a large church gathering or by a task group. Parish Council (or the Executive Committee) endorses this completed inventory as an accurate picture of the parish.
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2. WHO ARE WE? 

How do we discover our Parish Mission Statement?
A mission statement is one sentence describing the reason a parish exists. What is the core parish identity? It is used to help guide the leadership in decisions about priorities, actions and responsibilities. The best mission statements are clear, memorable, and concise. 
(a) Gather church leadership and all those parishioners who are interested. This step is done in a large gathering. 
(b) Solicit help from an objective facilitator to lead discussions and assist to name realities and principles. 
(c) Break into small discussion groups and consider the parish’s Values. List the principles, standards, or qualities considered worthwhile or desirable in the faith community. Write down answers on flipchart paper. In the large group, all the thoughts and ideas are shared. What themes are consistent? What are the common words? The answers are refined and grouped according to major themes. Ideally, a list of values should be 5-10 words. (Every single answer cannot be included.) 
(d) Reflecting on the basic values list, and also the history and present situation of the faith community, participants return to the small discussion groups and begin to consider the parish Mission. Fill in the blank, “We exist to ….  ?” This is the big picture question of “What is the greater purpose of our parish?” What is our core identity? List the descriptive word answers on flipchart paper and then share all the small group feedback in the large gathering. Pick the best and most consistent thoughts and ideas from each of the smaller groups and simply write the common words on a flipchart. Open up the discussion for parishioners to begin to form a phrase or sentence that reflects the core mission of the parish. List these ideas and allow people to begin to add/subtract and formalize the sentence structure of the statement. A thesaurus, dictionary and Internet Google search engine may be helpful references. Gradually wordsmith this sentence until it is exhausted. Come to an agreement that the phrase truly reflects the mission of the church and why it exists. 
One helpful way to begin naming the mission is to say, “We are (a church that)…”. Take note of the action words and the present or past tense that is used.

(e) Parish Council considers the recommended Mission statement and officially endorses it. 
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3. WHERE DO WE WANT TO GO? 

How do we discover our Parish Vision Statement?

Vision statements provide focus, purpose, and direction so parishioners collectively achieve a shared vision of the future. It provides an overarching goal for the community - a statement of what the ideal future looks like. A vision is “a clear mental picture of what could be, fueled by the conviction that it should be.”
 It is “a picture of the future that creates passion in the hearts of people.”
 So much more than a goal, vision is a prayerfully discerned dream that is put on the hearts of a church’s leaders. It requires reliance on God and will ultimately give glory to Him while making a difference in people’s lives. A vision is empowering, whereby people get positively energized and excited by this future outlook.  

Gil Rendle and Alice Mann in ‘Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Congregations’ write: 

“A vision statement is a word picture of the future of what our congregation would look like if we were, in fact, able to fulfill our mission statement. It identifies what would be different if we were faithful. It includes hints of the criteria by which we will measure our ministry by describing what will be different about us in three to five years.”

The inspiring vision within a church is grounded in a deep desire to make a difference in people’s lives and to cooperate with God as the Spirit works in the world. It involves a demand for change in the wake of a recognition that ‘something needs to be done.’ Quite simply, every vision is a solution to a problem.
 Vision answers the dilemma of, ‘If we don’t act something unacceptable will happen.’ Healthy vision is focused outside of the church (not about maintaining the status-quo and looking after insiders). (The second mark of a healthy church is it has an “outward-looking focus.”)
Because of our swiftly changing culture and society around us, a vision statement today has a shelf-life of from 3 to 5 years. (Previously it would have been 5 to 7 years.)  
A Vision statement should be:

· Easy to read
· Easy to understand
· Easy to remember
· Compelling, inspirational
· Speak to the entire faith community
People don’t remember or embrace paragraphs. They remember and embrace sentences. It is better to have a vision statement that is incomplete and memorable than to have one that is complete and forgettable.

STEPS to DISCOVERING VISION:

(a) Gather church leadership and all those parishioners who are interested. This step is done in a large gathering. 

(b) Solicit help from an objective facilitator to lead discussions and assist to name realities and principles. 
(c) Define the problem. Every vision is a solution to a problem. If you are not sure what the greatest needs are in your community, form a task group and interview several local leaders. Gather ideas from family, neighbours and co-workers who are not actively connected to a faith community. For example, quiz the school principal, the local MLA, Municipal Counsellor, social workers, realtors, business owners, parents, seniors, etc. These problems may be general in nature (a societal challenge) or more specific to your particular community demographics.  
(d) Gather all the participants (again) and report back all the various the responses. List the major themes of needs and troubles on flipchart paper. In the large group, all the thoughts and ideas are shared. Reflecting on all the parish assets (see Inventory, Step #1, God’s abundance in the faith community) and the problems, how might a vision statement for the parish begin to emerge? In small groups discuss possible ideas and write them down on flipchart paper. 
Share the small group feedback in the large gathering. Pick the best and most consistent thoughts and ideas from each of the smaller groups and simply write the common words on a flipchart. Open up the discussion for parishioners to begin to form a phrase or sentence that reflects the basic vision of the parish (at least for the next 5 years or so). List these ideas and allow people to begin to add/subtract and formalize the sentence structure of the statement. A thesaurus, dictionary and Internet Google search engine may be helpful references. Gradually wordsmith this sentence until it is exhausted. Come to an agreement that the phrase truly reflects the vision of the church and where it is going.  

Test the statement. Once a final draft vision sentence has been written, read it out loud and determine if the entire group agrees that the statement reflects a common direction and describes a picture of an ideal future state of the church. This is the priority area for investment for a parish’s time, talent and treasures (fullest understanding of stewardship). 
A helpful way to begin naming the vision is to say, “We will…”. Take note of the action words and the present or past tense that is used.
(e) Parish Council considers the recommended Vision statement and officially endorses it. 
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Vision statements in and of themselves are not the magic quick fix to all the challenges faced by a congregation. However, they are a strategic tool that lay and clergy leaders use to help guide a direction and focus for decision-making about energies and resources in a church  

It is most important that a parish’s vision is firmly grounded in intentional prayer and it is God’s idea, not just a good idea. There are many noble, wonderful visions for churches, but they may not be the right fit for that particular congregation. The church may not possess the gifting and resources necessary, and it may not be the right timing. 
When a faith community accurately names and begins moving in that direction then amazing things happen. A divinely-designed vision is one where doors are opened and needs are supplied. It has been said that “money and resources follow vision.”
To make the Vision statement ‘sticky’ (prominent, effective, and relevant in parish life)
:
1. State the vision simply

2. Cast the vision convincingly

3. Repeat the vision regularly

4. Celebrate the vision systematically

5. Embrace the vision personally

When people are convinced that the vision has stuck with you (as a leader), 
it is easier for them to make the effort to stick with the vision.

If God has given you a picture of what could be and should be, 
embrace it fully and refuse to allow the busyness and urgency of life distract you.

(BE CAREFUL THAT THE URGENT DOESN’T SQUEEZE OUT THE IMPORTANT!)
4. HOW DO WE GET THERE? 

This is the stage where congregations consider a variety of planning options. Usually there is a long list of possible avenues for ministry, but in order to be effective only a select few initiatives should be chosen. (The seventh mark of a healthy church is it “does a few things and does them well.”) During this process options may also be to decide to stop doing things in order to take up others. (See Parish Vitality Coordinator for a helpful tool called The 3-Box Solution.) One good question to ask during this stage is, “What spiritual fruit do we hope will be grown and harvested by our plans?” 

Goals are important because they provide concrete direction, clarify ministry roles, give something to strive for, show how far the parish has come and help make the vision attainable. Having goals written down, with steps, etc., makes it more real and achievable. 
A good approach for parish leaders in this stage is to short-list the action ideas and spend some time in intentional prayer and discussion before determining which ones to attempt. For first-timers, perhaps start with one or two smaller projects, that way the vision can be tested and parishioners can be encouraged. 
STEPS to NAMING GOALS:

(a) Gather church leadership and all those parishioners who are interested. This step is done in a large gathering. 

(b) Solicit help from an objective facilitator to lead discussions and assist to name realities and principles. 
(c) Reflecting on the Vision statement, the parish assets (see Inventory, Step #1) and the problems, needs and opportunities, what are some actions your parish could take to see the vision become a reality? In small groups brainstorm possible ideas and write them down on flipchart paper. 

Share the small group feedback in the large gathering. Group the ideas with common words and similar objectives in major themes. Pick the best and most consistent thoughts and ideas from each of the smaller groups and write the common words on a flipchart. Open up the discussion for parishioners to begin to name the immediate priorities. List these ideas and allow people to begin to add/subtract and formalize the goal list. Gradually simplify the target intentions into a list of three to five goals. Come to an agreement that these are the most important ones for the parish at this point in time. 
5. GET MOVING! 

Ideas are put into action in this phase. It is important for leaders to clearly name and communicate the specific work that is required. The people who are to be involved need to be raised up and/or empowered with the MAP, including a special emphasis on the “why” of the ministry project. People get energized when they know their efforts are going to make a difference in the world God loves. 
There also needs to be a timeline of expectations for completed work (accountability) and then a review of the outcomes. An evaluation and regular assessments help keep the planning goals relevant and on track. It is also important to remember that failures are helpful in moving forward, because they reveal critical information for future decision making.

(a) Work within the large group gathering (church leaders and interested parishioners) to name the primary details for implementation. See the chart below:

Goal                Action
        Resources Requ’d         Team Members
 Due Date                      Status

(b) The large group or Parish Council, or a task group names the ways the mission, vision and goals are to be communicated to the parish. They list all the various methods in which to do this critical ‘messaging’. Leaders are identified and assigned to each communication mode.

(c) Parish Council endorses this completed goal list as an affirmed way to move forward in mission and vitality. The action list and details are distributed to the appropriate committees, leaders, etc.
(d) Regular evaluations are highly recommended. Ask, is this goal/project/initiative bearing the spiritual fruit we hoped and intended it to? Are other forms of spiritual fruit showing up? Or is it spiritually lifeless and draining?

(e) Another helpful tool may be to employ the SMART Goals approach. To make sure your goals are clear and reachable, each one should be:

· Specific (simple, sensible, significant).

· Measurable (meaningful, motivating).

· Achievable (agreed, attainable).

· Relevant (reasonable, realistic and resourced, results-based).

· Time bound (time-based, time limited, time/cost limited, timely, time-sensitive).
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RECOMMENDATIONS from the Director of Mission & Ministry Development:

· When Parishes make changes, a leaders need to repeatedly cast a clear vision. This is the “why” of this decision and plan. To inspire congregants and leaders it needs to be about transforming people’s lives (not about buildings, money, Sunday morning attendance, etc.). Commitment in time, talent and treasure follow sound vision. 

· Ensure there is a clear understanding for the norms of discussion and debate. Promote an environment where all voices, regardless of age or amount of time within the church, are heard and respected. Cultivating a high level of open and honest dialogue based on principles, facts and ideas (rather than personalities) is of great benefit throughout the redevelopment process. In some cases these norms will need to be named and affirmed repeatedly, depending on the level of healthy relationships and parish culture. 

· Clear and constant communication is absolutely essential! This is verbal and written sharing of the planning progress to the leadership and the general congregation. Transparency and regular updates build trust and buy-in by parishioners. Clarity and openness helps reduce anxieties, gossip and suspicion.

· Talk about the spiritual fruit that is being grown and is expected to be harvested in mission-oriented work. This is especially important for the outcomes of this major discernment process. Tell the good news stories, even the small ‘wins’.

· Prepare the leadership and congregation members for those who will be against any or some particular change. It is normal to ‘lose’ people during major transitions in parishes (some research shows as much as 20%). Ask the question: How many are being ‘lost’ because of inaction or the status quo? Not everyone will be on board. That is to be expected.

· Attempt to anticipate the fears and anxieties from those who are resisting change, especially around the loss of identity of what they remember in years past as ‘church.’ Ask the question: How can the memory and legacy of times past be honoured without jeopardizing the vision and focus for the future identity of the parish as a whole?
*For a deeper study of this Mission Action Planning process, read, Holy Conversations: Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Congregations, by Gil Rendle, Alice Mann (Alban Institute, 2003).
(File “Mission Vision Goals – BASIC Steps – Autumn 2026.doc”)
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SPIRITUAL DISCERNMENT is a prayerful, informed, and intentional effort to distinguish God’s voice from other voices that influence us. … Sound rational analysis based on the best available information is crucial to good discernment. Yet spiritual discernment goes beyond the analytical to engage our senses, feelings, imaginations, and intuition as we wrestle with issues. … The goal of our discernment efforts is to find the mind of Christ. …





Discernment is more than saying prayers that ask God to guide us in rational consideration of matters. It is a mode of prayer that involves opening our entire selves to the working of the Holy Spirit. It bids us to let go of preconceived ideas so that we can be open to new possibilities with a readiness to view things from new perspectives. Discernment beckons us to be still and listen with the ear of our heart. It draws us into alignment with God. … Christ is present at the center of each person and alive in the group – speaking, forming, and touching – waiting to be heard and recognized.  (S.G. Farnham, S.A. Hull, R.T. McLean, “Grounded in God” (Morehouse Publishing, 1996), pages 1,6,7)





What’s the difference?


Mission statement – Why do we exist?


Vision statement – Where should we be headed?





REMINDER: A vision statement provides direction and a target for the church.


It is a tool to help the organization fulfill what God has called it to do. It is the bullseye! The value of a church vision statement is that it gives church leadership, staff and congregants a shared focus for moving forward.








WE ARE DIFFERENT: Churches that are involved in Mission Action Plans are unique as compared to a business or a secular organization for two reasons. One, they are grounded and bathed in individual and corporate prayer. Secondly, it is the Spirit of God at work in a MAP, and that means our mission work is an organic process, instead of a strategically-devised product.





ONE LAST NOTE: Our Diocese is using an Anglican resource called, “The Healthy Churches’ Handbook: a Process for Revitalizing Your Church,” by Robert Warren (Church House Publishing, 2012). It outlines the seven marks of a healthy congregation, a measuring tool to help church leaders gauge their strengths and weaknesses. 








� Robert Warren, “Developing Healthy Churches: Returning to the Heart of Mission and Ministry” (Church House Publishing, 2002), page 44.


� Andy Stanley, North Point Community Church, Atlanta, GA.


�� Bill Hybels, Willow Creek Community Church, North Barrington, IL.


� Andy Stanley, “Making Vision Stick” (Zondervan, 2007), pages 26, 27.


� Andy Stanley, “Making Vision Stick” (Zondervan, 2007), pages 19, 20.


� Andy Stanley, “Making Vision Stick” (Zondervan, 2007), page 18.


� Andy Stanley, “Making Vision Stick” (Zondervan, 2007), page 47. 


� Andy Stanley, “Making Vision Stick” (Zondervan, 2007), page 72.
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