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Choosing Sending Partners—1

how churches find the best agency fit
by Ellen Livingood

In simpler times, prospective missionaries chose and Below are 10 areas of agency service and questions that
joined an agency that was working where they wanted to can be asked to determine the organization’s value-added.
serve. Thereafter, their church sent support checks to this The goal is to help your church find a good agency fit.

agency which took full responsibility for whatever admin-

istration, guidance, and care was provided. Commitment to Church

This model is rapidly disa.ppear.in.g with the exp?l.osion of Collaboration

global partnerships, creative ministry opportunities, and

younger generations’ shifting expectations. Today, pro- Most agencies say they want to partner with the sending
spective workers and their sending church, but working hand in hand with local congrega-

churches can consider a wide range of
options. They can choose the one they
believe will best facilitate ministry impact,
support the workers’ wellbeing, and max-
imize the involvement of the church.

tions demands time and resources. If the
agency isn’t ready or able to invest signifi-
cantly, true partnership will be limited,
regardless of good intentions.

Measuring an Agency’s Value-Added

= What are several of the best models of
partnering with churches the agency is
currently engaged in?

This month’s article focuses on questions
churches could ask potential mission
agency partners if they want to work

= How are they helping their field per-

sonnel to expand their partnership capacity?

EEmBtE=pective workers and tHellE S, = What resources do they offer churches to build their
g churches can consider a wide range ¢

agency options. partnering ability?

T — e — * What are their expectations of sending churches, and

how do they follow up in order to help churches fulfill
under the most common current model: In this approach, their sending role?

workers become members of an agency in their home
country and serve under the leadership of the same or-
ganization in the field, while the sending church has vary-
ing degrees of involvement. Our discussion will revolve
around choosing the best agency partner for that scenar-

io. (Next month’s issue will focus on some of the newer The issue of evaluating prospective missionaries has
sending scenarios.) sometimes been clouded by either/or thinking that as-

Candidate Screening and
Assessment
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signs this responsibility to either the church or the agen-
cy. Certainly the sending church should be included in
the screening process, but this does not negate the
equally important contribution of an agency in evaluating
individuals’ fit and readiness.

Both church and agency can suffer from blind spots.
Church leaders have told me, after worker deficiencies
surfaced, “We were so eager to send people that we did
not evaluate them objectively enough.” Agencies can also
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= How are major conflicts resolved? When/How are
sending churches involved in conflict resolution?

=  What decisions involve the input of the sending church?

I Missionary Care

Your congregation is responsible to provide shepherding
and care for your workers as though they were still a part

be over eager to accept new
workers.

Measuring an Agency’s

Value-Added

= How robust is the agency’s
applicant screening pro-
cess? What types of test-
ing and personal inter-
views are used to assess
qualifications and readi-
ness?

of your local body—and actually they are, even if
not physically present. Simultaneously, your agen-
cy partner should bring to the task specialized
missionary-care expertise to make sure your
workers are healthy and issues are addressed
before they become crises.

Measuring an Agency’s Value-Added

» How does the agency monitor the spiritual/
physical/emotional health of their missionaries
and their families?

= What resources do they dedicate to caring for
missionaries and their children?

= What input (beyond just a
written reference) is requested from the sending
church?

= What additional preparation requirements do they of-
ten give to applicants and new appointees?

Leadership and
Accountability

Fielding missionaries with an agency creates three-way
accountability that can be fairly simple or rather complex.
Many churches opt to share leadership when workers are
home-side but delegate the responsibility to the agency
when missionaries are on the field.

It is hard to overestimate the value of quality, experi-
enced, on-the-ground leaders and mentors. Agencies
must invest in developing them over the long haul.

Measuring an Agency’s Value-Added
= On average, how many individuals report to a given
field leader? How often do they meet face to face?

= What missionary evaluation systems are in place and
how are inadequacies addressed? Are sending
churches informed about, and/or involved in, the eval-
uation and remediation process?

= What crisis-intervention systems are in place, and
what care is typically given in crisis situations? How
does the agency work with the sending church in a
crisis?

Financial Services

First, churches need to be sure of the financial viability of
any potential agency partner. One mission agency re-
cently closed its doors overnight, leaving field workers
stranded. In these financially challenging times, agencies
are facing serious economic pressures. It is the church’s
responsibility to know a partner agency’s fiscal health.

he church’s responsibility to know
agency'’s fiscal health.

Second, sending churches should be confident that their
partner agency keeps up with current government re-
quirements (in both sending and receiving countries) and
handles finances with highest integrity. For some organi-
zations, non-compliance is not a result of flagrant disre-
gard for the law but a lack of financial leadership that can/
does stay current on ever-changing regulations.
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Third, churches need to understand their potential part-
ner’s financial requirements and policies for missionary
support. This includes how support structures are estab-
lished and whether minimums are waved even when
workers are seriously under-supported.

Measuring an Agency’s Value-Added

= Review several years of financial audits. Look for
trends and don’t be afraid to ask probing questions. Is
the agency an ECFA member?

= How are missionary support levels determined and
what does the support structure include? (Take the
time to understand what may be a complex answer.) If
support drops, what areas are cut first and why? Are
workers allowed to go to/stay on the field if they are
severely under-supported?
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Some Westerners tend to discount the value of the past,
assume that a 30-minute conversation builds a founda-
tion for trust, and overestimate their ability to discern
character and partner readiness. The truth is that the
best mission agencies have invested decades building
healthy relationships with their national colleagues. This
hard-won respect is a huge benefit to a new arrival.

rough groundwork can avoid cost
d save months, even years, of ef

On the flip side, there are situations where agency/
national-church relationships have soured. In such situa-
tions, fielding people attached to that agency means
shouldering the baggage of past failures.

= Must/Can workers
raise additional funds
for educational debt,
vehicles, children’s
education, etc.?

= What assistance do
missionaries receive in
building their support-
raising skills and in
pursuing the fund-
discovery process?

= |s it anticipated that pension and government benefits
will adequately cover retirement needs, or is it as-
sumed donors will continue support?

‘ Field Research

Recently a detailed field survey report crossed my desk.
This on-location study was conducted by two veteran
agency workers who canvassed a spiritually untouched
area of a Majority World nation. From start to finish, it
was obvious that these guys were experienced research-
ers, and that their insights were based on decades of
living and building relationships in this country. The study
was part of extensive groundwork this agency was invest-
ing in preparing to field a team to this new place.

Does your church realize the work, and the value of the
work, that top-notch agencies do in this area of research
and surveying? Thorough groundwork can avoid costly
mistakes and save months, even years, of effort.

Measuring an Agency’s Value-
Added

= How does the agency determine
when and where they will launch a
new ministry effort? What research
and planning take place in order to
be excellent stewards of personnel,
funds, and other resources?

= What is the agency’s posture to-
ward collaboration with nationals?
Are they creatively developing new
alliances with global partners?

= What is the history of collaboration on the particular
field where you anticipate sending workers? Ask na-
tionals and workers with other organizations about
the agency’s reputation.

t Government Relationships

Gaining and maintaining the right to live and work in
some countries is growing more challenging. Those
without an in-country structure often come to agency
veterans for help in navigating the intricacies of govern-
ment bureaucracy and a host of other issues. The help
they receive calls on decades of relationship building by
field personnel who have the knowledge and connec-
tions to cut through red tape, deal with officials, etc.

This help can demand time measured in days, even
weeks, not hours. After agency workers have invested
so much effort, it is frustrating to hear those who benefit-


http://www.ecfa.org/
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ted declare their self sufficiency and the irrelevance of
agencies. You may be able to put a price on a visa or
residence permit, but the relationship needed to get that
paper may, indeed, be priceless.

‘I'ationship needed to get tha
aper may, indeed, be priceles

Measuring an Agency’s Value-Added
= What is the agency’s history in the country to which
you anticipate sending workers? Do
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bers from various agencies and those serving inde-
pendently. Is there value, then, to being part of an agency
team?

It depends. Team building is challenging enough without
syphoning off energy to address foundational differences
between colleagues. Therefore, an automatic, on-field
connection has benefit., especially for new workers. At
the same time, having the option to join or build a broader
team is valuable too.

Missionaries also benefit from being part of a larger com-
munity of cross-cultural workers who share their values

they have missionaries who have
been there long enough to have ex-
tensive connections in-country?

= [f this is a new field, what resources
will the agency invest to make sure
this new launch is well planned and
resourced?

? Lifelong Learning

Personal development is a growing value
among top-drawer mission agencies. Distance-learning
opportunities make some forms of training accessible to
anyone. However, it is easy to postpone tracking down
the best resources and carving out the time for extended
learning unless it is an organizational priority.

Field workers are blessed who belong to an agency that
maximizes their potential by making sure that practical,
specialized learning and personal development are inte-
gral parts of ministry life.

Measuring an Agency’s Value-Added
= What types of life-long learning did the agency provide
for their missionaries during the past year?

= Do missionaries’ assignments include time designated
for learning, or is it something they do on their own?

0

One of the most crucial issues for missionaries is the
choice of colleagues. In this era of fluid networks and
collaborative alliances, many field teams include mem-

Team Members and
a Global Community

and goals. Regional and even
global fellowship with like-
minded workers is personally
refreshing and professionally
stimulating. Multiethnic collabo-
ration expands perspective.

Measuring an Agency’s Value-
Added

= How much energy does the
agency invest in building and
maintaining healthy, high-
functioning teams?

= How are teams established? Are workers free to join
teams not connected to their agency or their agency’s
national partners?

= How multi-national is the agency and their teams on
the field?

0

As a congregation, you want to keep growing in your abil-
ity to field missionaries, provide care, and partner with
them effectively. Agencies of excellence are highly com-
mitted to seeing your church function at peak missions
capacity. They want to provide resources and assistance
to help you cast vision, determine priorities and strategy,
and build stable missions leadership.

Services to Sending/
Supporting Churches

Wise counsel, effective coaching, and powerful communi-
cation tools are highly valuable but come at a cost. Even
if your church doesn’t need outside help, the vast majority
of congregations do. Your willingness to collaborate with
mission agencies and to underwrite some of these ser-
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vices to local churches can be a wise investment in the
next generations and their missions involvement.

Agencies—Are you prepared to respond to churches
that ask the types of questions listed in this article? How
are you proving your value-added to church partners?

Measuring an Agency’s Value Added
9 gency What are some key areas you need to address?

= What specific services does the agency offer to help
local churches like yours?

= What tools and other resources do they provide to
help your church grow your missions impact?

22}

Churches—Has this list increased your understanding
of, and appreciation for, quality mission agencies? | hope
it will encourage you to ask questions, choose agency
partners wisely, and be willing to invest more time and
effort into building strategic partnerships with the global
ministries that best match your passions and needs.

e willing to invest in building strategic

“"bartnerships with the global ministries tha
best match your passions and needs.

If you are dissatisfied with the services or stewardship of
a mission agency, could you help them improve? Ask
about the challenges they face, then explore ways to help
them clear hurdles. There may be individuals in your con-
gregation with skills to assist them in strategic planning,
financial assessments, communications, etc. Involvement
will be a win/win.

Will you commit to pray more regularly for your mission-
agency partners? The leaders and staff who support the
field workers have challenging tasks. Why not call a mis-
sion headquarters just to say thank-you and to pray with
them? Building your partnership is worth the effort.

Ellen Livingood launched and leads
Catalyst Services to further church/
agency collaboration. She works with
churches and mission organizations to
unleash the untapped potential of God’s
people.
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Catalyst's Postings e-newsletter is a monthly publica-
tion designed for mission agency personnel and local
church leaders involved in collaborative global efforts.
The practical articles highlight what churches and agen-
cies are doing to mobilize believers, especially those of
younger generations, to expand the Kingdom.

Don’t miss future issues!
To subscribe to future issues of this FREE e-newsletter,
go to www.catalystservices.org/resources/IP-sub.shtml.

Want to read more?
Find past Postings at www.catalystservices.org/resources.

Contact us
To ask questions, suggest future topics, change your
email address, or unsubscribe to this monthly publica-

tion, email info@catalystservices.org.

Contribute
If you appreciate Postings, please donate to help fund
future issues at: www.catalystservices.org/donate.
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