
A proactive sending 

church is invaluable, 

but the realities are   

often complicated.  

This issue of Postings      

addresses a few        

dilemmas that         

missionaries and 

churches may face. 

What is a sending church? 

Three key tasks summarize the role of the sending church: 

1. Confirm and prepare 

2. Provide pastoral oversight 

3. Serve together 

We will briefly unpack these concepts. Note that this definition does not 

identify the sending church as the place where the workers grew up or from 

which they receive the most financial support. For an extensive description 

of sending, see Upstream Collectives’ sending elements.  

Confirm and prepare 

The sending church functions in the tradition of the Antioch Church (Acts 

13:1-3) to whom the Holy Spirit communicated, “Set apart for me Barnabas 

and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” Acts 13:2 ESV 

https://www.theupstreamcollective.org/sendingchurchelements/


In addition, good preparation requires that the sending 

church play an active role in making sure that future workers 

are matched well to agency and assignment, and then     

thoroughly equipped for the role and ministry they will          

undertake. 

Provide pastoral oversight 

Global workers need pastoral care just as much, probably 

more, than the people who live in the neighborhood and   

attend regularly. Church leaders are responsible to be under-

shepherds of these far-flung sheep which involves regular, 

personal, two-way communication and accountability. 

Serve together 

Sending churches commission their workers to go as ambas-

sadors of Christ and as representatives of their body. There-

fore, the church and the missionaries are committing to a 

close, working partnership for the duration of service.  

The agency and church should collaborate in providing a 

multitude of resources that go far beyond finances. Workers 

need consistent prayer support, encouragement, experi-

enced guidance and counsel, ongoing training, various types 

of expertise, home-assignment assistance, etc. 

This brief overview of the role of the sending church quickly 

confirms its importance. Too many missionaries fail to 

flourish because they lack a proactive sending church. 

But getting and keeping a sending church isn’t always easy. 

Here are some of the real-life issues.   

 

Missionary Dilemmas 
 

“We don’t have a sending church.” 

 

Missionary candidates may not have grown up in a church, 

or perhaps they came from a congregation that cannot or will 

not serve in a sending capacity. Some workers assume they 

can ignore the requirement of a sending church or they may 

try to quickly recruit a church to “sign off” as sender in order 

to meet the obligation. Neither of these options is wise. Even 

if it delays appointment, missionary candidates should have 

a functioning sending church before they are accepted. This 

body should know them well and agree to walk closely be-

side them. Churches should be very hesitant to support 

workers who lack an active sending congregation. 

  
“We have multiple sending churches.” 

 

 

Some missionary candidates have the opposite problem—

they want to claim multiple sending churches because they 

fear if a church discovers they are not 

the sending church that they will reduce 

their financial support or interest. But it 

is difficult for both the workers and the 

churches to have too many accountabil-

ities. Ideally workers should identify one 

sending church. In cases where a hus-

band and wife have in-depth history 

with two different churches, two sending 

congregations may be workable. But 

two would be max. 

 

“Our sending church doesn’t                                 

function in that capacity.” 

 

 

Many missionaries went to the field before the concept of a 

sending church was clearly developed. Therefore, the     

congregation they are most closely  

connected to may be unaware of, or 

unwilling to assume, an ongoing send-

ing role. If that is the case, the agency 

and missionary need to work together 

to attempt to help the church grow into 

its sending responsibilities. In these 

contexts, it is usually easier for the 

agency than for the missionaries to ex-

plain how the church should be serving 

their workers. 

In other cases, the church may have shifted interest, lost key 

leaders who knew the workers, or undergone other internal 

changes that have made them unable or unwilling to serve 

as proactive senders. If the workers are already on the field, 



Church Dilemmas 
 

Some of the missionaries we support                    

don’t have a functioning                                         

sending church. 

 

 

Many churches find themselves in this dilemma. 

They recognize that some of the global workers 

they invest in are not receiving needed pastoral 

care, accountability, and/or service from a send-

ing church. If you are unsure of how extensively 

a sending church is engaged, download this Discussion 

Guide to determine if sending roles are being fulfilled. 

 Sometimes workers can function relatively well without an 

active sending church. In such cases, you may choose to 

grandfather them in but commit to being particularly sensitive 

to their personal wellbeing and ministry flourishing.  

In other cases, it may be obvious that the lack of a sending 

church has created serious gaps in care or resourcing. If so, 

it is wise to ask those missionaries to identify a sending 

church during their next home assignment and agree on the 

roles you anticipate that church will play.  

 

Some missionaries we support                        

don’t want accountability to                                   

a sending church. 

 

 

If these workers are sent from your church, this is a very  

serious matter. Accountability is as important for a mission-

ary as for a member of your church staff. Some workers  

resist accountability due to painful experiences in the past or 

because they misunderstand the purpose and extent of your 

accountability expectations.  

In such situations, sensitive listening and clarification of the 

goals will often resolve the issue. If not, then the matter may 

need the involvement of your church leaders who are ulti-

mately responsible for these workers, just as they  are for 

church staff members.   

If the workers are not sent from your church but resist ac-

countability to a sending church, then you will need to deter-

mine if you will make an exception because the workers are 

demonstrating accountability to, and receiving adequate care 

from, on-field leaders and/or the leadership of their agency. If 

addressing this loss should be a priority on their next home 

assignment. The agency should affirm that finding a new 

sending church is paramount and budget time accordingly.  

The easiest solution is to have another supporting church  

step into the gap. However, this is a major commitment on 

the part of the church (see next page). 

 

Our sending church disagrees with                  

our ministry assignment or priorities, or              

with our agency leaders’ decisions. 

 

 
 

A growing number of sending churches are developing or 

shifting their missions priorities. If these new goals are misa-

ligned with the convictions or priorities of their global work-

ers and/or their agency, the discrepancies must be ad-

dressed. Workers, sending church, and agency must sit 

down, clarify their differences, and come to a workable 

agreement. If that is not possible, a change in relationship 

may be inevitable. In today’s context of rapid change, such 

transitions will likely happen more often. Workers, church-

es, and agencies must be ready to expedite new send-

ing relationships efficiently. 

 

Our agency doesn’t accept the role                           

our sending church wants to play. 

 

 

Some agencies do not welcome the involvement of a proac-

tive sending church. Before workers are appointed, the 

agency (including home and field 

leaders), the church, and the can-

didates must define the responsi-

bilities each will assume. If there 

is not full agreement, then the 

candidates need to find a differ-

ent agency or a different sending 

church. 

If the conflict arises after workers 

are on the field, then they need to 

be proactive in bringing together their agency supervisor(s) 

and church leaders to see if a consensus can be reached. If 

the workers don’t instigate this conversation, the church or 

agency must. Global workers cannot be accountable to two 

entities at odds with each other.   

http://catalystservices.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Discussion-Guide-Sending-Churches.docx
http://catalystservices.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Discussion-Guide-Sending-Churches.docx
http://catalystservices.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Sending-Triangle-Worksheet.doc
http://catalystservices.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Sending-Triangle-Worksheet.doc


 

One of our missionaries has issues                          

with their agency and wants us to                                 

be their advocate. 

 

 

You as the sending church should be involved if there are 

significant tensions between your workers and their agency. 

There are times when the sending 

church does need to advocate for 

their workers. But don’t take sides  

or assume who is right and wrong 

until you have invested the time 

(and funds, if needed) to bring all 

parties together to clarify issues.  

If someone in your church has 

peacemaker or mediation training, utilize their skills. Your 

worker may need some professional counseling as well.  

Resolving conflicts usually takes hard work over a period of 

time. Follow up to reevaluate if issues have been resolved 

and relationships are healthy. If after prayer and dialog, you 

determine that there is a serious mismatch between workers 

and agency, proceed with caution but as their sending 

church, you will need to work with them to find a better fit. 

 

The sending church/missionary connection is a 

dynamic relationship that requires dedication, sensitivity, and 

humility. After being sent from Antioch, Paul and Barnabas 

completed their assignment and headed home: “…they 

sailed to Antioch, where they had been commended to the 

grace of God for the work that they had fulfilled. And when 

they arrived and gathered the church together, they declared 

all that God had done with them…. And they remained no 

little time with the disciples.” Acts 14:26-27 ESV. This sounds 

like the kind of nurturing, mutually edifying relationship need-

ed by every global worker and their sending congregation! 

not, i.e. if they are acting as “lone rangers,” you will need to 

determine if you are willing to take responsibility for single-

handedly evaluating their health and effectiveness. 

 
Some missionaries we support                             

want us to become, or to function as,             

their sending church even though                                  

we didn’t send them. 

 

 

 

It is not unusual for global workers to say to a highly in-

volved supporting church, “You are more like a sending 

church to us than the congregation that sent us.” Recogniz-

ing the value of your input and care, these workers may ask 

you to officially assume that role. Consider the following 

questions before you respond: 

• How well do we know these workers? Are we com-

pletely convinced of their character, gifting, and job 

match, i.e. is sending-church role #1 fully met? 

• Are we sufficiently aware of the reasons why they 

do not currently have a sending church? Have con-

flicts destroyed a previous sending-church relation-

ship, or do these workers find themselves without a 

sending church through no fault of their own? 

• Do we have the capacity to become the sending 

church for additional workers? How well are we 

serving those we have already sent? Are there  

additional workers in the pipeline who will need  

extensive help from us?  Is God calling us to this 

important type of missions service? 
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