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Bridging the

Vision Gaps
Connecting the Church to Passion and Purpose

by Ellen Livingood

“Where there is no
vision, the people
perish,” the writer of
Proverbs warns us.
This Postings
addresses two vision
gaps that can quietly
suck the life out of
the missions
engagement of a
local church.

The Church’s
Vision Gap
The question I hear most often from church missions leaders goes something
like this: We feature a missionary every month, but our congregation seems
apathetic. How can we get them excited about knowing our missionaries?
These churches are suffering the effects of the dangerous gap between program and passion. Their people see missions as a long parade of names and
information that is someone else’s program.
The reality is that the vast majority of 21st century Western Christians do not
have the bandwidth to absorb, much less interact with, so much information.
One or two relationships? Yes. Twenty? No. Even many members of missions
leadership teams confess that they know and engage with only a few of their
missionaries. We need a major reset in expectations and approach.

How do churches cross the chasm to the passion side?
Is it time to give up the goal of interesting the congregation in your whole
missions family? Except in small congregations with a very limited number of
workers, it is not only unrealistic, but the effort seldom generates missions
passion, especially in younger people.
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Instead, consider embracing
one, church-wide vision to draw
your people into a powerful
narrative of what God is doing
in one place in the world.
Communicate this one story exclusively for an extended period of time to the entire congregation. In Catalyst, we call this
adopting a FOCUS and we explain the process in our book,
Your FOCUS on the World. Eventually your people will be
ready for you to add additional focuses, one at a time.

God-size goals that excite us.” Or worse, “We aren’t sure any
of our missionaries have that kind of vision.”
How can that be? What has happened? Why is there a vision
gap? Here are five potential reasons.
1.

Some workers go to the field with a great vision and encounter difficulties that over time cause their vision to
shrivel. They no longer look for big impact but settle for
small wins. “I’m more realistic now,” they might say.

2.

Some workers are in unstable situations where they hesitate to embrace or share a big vision because of potential
changes in their personal ministry or in the context in
which they serve.

At the same time, you will want to create smaller, virtual communities that come around your individual missionaries or
families, especially those sent from your church.
Invite your people to join one of these communities
based on some type of affinity with that specific
worker. The affinity connection may be prior friendship, type of ministry, global location, or something
else. Information from/about this worker must be
communicated frequently online to the members of
their community, and this group should be challenged to engage in various ways. When the missionary visits, they focus on their community, not
the whole church.
Crossing the vision gap via this new approach also
demands that missionaries make a major transition in their
expectations and engagement. Time in front of the congregation used to be strategic. But today it is often ineffective unless it helps to develop a powerful connection with a smaller
community within the church where all of the real relationships occur. That requires that the church sets up opportunities for those communities to develop, and the missionary
works hard to connect effectively to that smaller group in
person and via electronic communication on a regular basis.

The Missionary’s
Vision Gap
When I talk to churches about adopting a strategic focus as
described above, I ask them to begin by looking at their roster of missionaries: Which field workers have a big vision that
excites you? Who is tackling a God-sized goal that is far bigger than what they or their team can accomplish alone?
Which of your missionaries is engaged in a ministry that
moves you to want to get involved?
More times than I care to count, church leaders come back
and say, “One or two of our 20/30/40+ missionary units have

3. Some workers may long to see God do great
things. But they hesitate to paint a visionary picture
for the folks back home because they fear that if they
do so, too much will be expected of them. Afraid of
failure that could jeopardize their reputation or even
their support, they describe activities without presenting a big purpose or vision.
4. Some workers may feel passionate about what
God has called them to do, but they may not be able
to express it clearly or in a way that connects powerfully with people back in their churches. Some missionaries may not know their churches want to hear
their vision, not just a history of activities.
5.

Some workers may have shared a God-sized vision
months or years ago. Now they believe that their churches
know and remember the bigger picture, and assume all
they need to do is report on recent events.

All of these reasons for reduced vision or its communication
are understandable. But they create a deadly vision gap. They
are deadly for church partnership, and they may be deadly for
the worker’s ministry. It is imperative that field workers and
local churches dialog about the vision gap and the reasons
and solutions for it.

How do missionaries cross this gap?
Do you as a field worker want your churches to share your
vision? Here are some practical steps:
✓ Review the communications you have sent to your churches and donors over the past year. How clearly do you think you
have communicated vision? Ask two or three people back
home to be honest with you in their assessment of your clarity
in describing vision. Start by asking them to reflect back to you
what they understand your passion and purpose to be. How
wide is the gap?
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✓ As you consider the list of reasons above, which one(s)
define what has caused the vision gap between you and your
churches back home? Your supporters are responsible to
give, pray, and care for you but you must maintain their vision
of the big picture. No worker can become complacent just
because the church continues to send their support checks.
✓ Ask for help. Most churches have people with amazing
communications skills that are going unused for Kingdom
purposes. Ask
your churches if
they have one
person, or better,
a small team of
people to help
you communicate vision in
powerful ways.

How do churches cross this gap?
Stop and evaluate how many of your missionary family pass
the “vision test.” Do you sense that they have a driving passion to see God do something amazing, something far beyond their own capacity?
✓ For those where the answer is “yes,” remember that it
comes at a cost of time and effort. Affirm and reward their
efforts to communicate vision with you. They may be prime
candidates for a church-wide focus.
✓ If you have missionaries who have slipped into the “plans”
rather than “passion” category, sit down with them for a frank
discussion. They may be unaware. Talk about the reason(s)
for the gap. If they lack vision or purpose, you will want to
consider how you and their agency can address this bigger
issue.
✓ Is the problem not the amount of vision but lack of good
communication? If so, make sure your workers understand
how important this is to you. Offer to help. As noted above,
your congregation probably includes people with expertise in
video production, writing/editing, social media, education,
marketing, sales, etc. All of these roles have honed people’s
ability to communicate essentials well. Engage those skills on
behalf of your missionaries.

Catalyst’s Postings e-newsletter is a free, monthly
publication of practical articles highlighting what
churches and agencies are doing to mobilize
untapped potential for global impact.

✓ Remember that communication is a two-way street. Your
field workers may not be connecting well with you, but you also
have responsibility to build bridges from your side through field
visits, phone calls, and significant interaction when they are
visiting you.

A God-size vision on the part
of your missionaries requires
God-sized faith on the part
of you, their church.
And God-sized prayers!
How do mission agencies cross this gap?
If you are an agency leader/church mobilizer, you must help
bridge the vision gap. This may not appear on your job
description, but it will have a major impact on the future involvement of churches with not just your current missionaries
but future sending and engagement.
✓ When you call or meet with church leaders, ask specifically
about their understanding of their missionary’s vision and passion. Make it comfortable for them to be honest with you. Asking such questions may unleash frustrations that they have
bottled up because they were too polite to volunteer them. Or
your query may begin their process of grappling with the strategic issue of vision gap and the importance of addressing it.
✓ Help churches and missionaries communicate about the
gap. Both sides may be unaware, or both sides may be frustrated. Look for positive solutions that are workable.
✓ Make sessions on communications a part of lifelong learning for every missionary. Highlight what workers are doing that
churches identify as powerful vision casters. Tell the stories of
how vision has mobilized a local church to get and stay involved.
✓ Identify churches that are willing to send a communications
team to work with an entire team or field. With one short-term
trip, they may be able to capture multiple stories that help a
number of workers communicate vision to their churches back
home. 
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