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CHOOSING A STRATEGIC FOCUS

Posted December 2004

A STRATEGIC FOCUS, as we are using the term in this context, can be simply defined as a global initiative adopted by a local church that concentrates multiple resources on the achievement of a strategic objective with a high degree of ownership and commitment on the part of the congregation.

There are numerous ways to go about choosing a strategic focus.  The list below is designed to stimulate thinking and introduce important issues to bear in mind as a local congregation considers this type of global initiative.  Future issues of DualReach’s Synergy Newsletter and Great Ideas will address how to launch and maintain a strategic focus.

CRITICAL ELEMENTS 

1. Strive to gain “ownership” not just “approval” of the strategic focus from your pastor, key church leaders and the missions team.  

Missions leaders of churches involved in a strategic focus emphasize the importance of helping their pastors and other church leaders catch a vision and become advocates for the effort from the very beginning.  Although investing the time to do so sometimes slows the launch of the initiative, it pays huge dividends throughout the effort.  If at all possible, take key influencers on a survey trip to the region before you finalize your adoption.

2. Engage in extended prayer seeking God’s confirmation.

While research is important and vision moves the adoption process forward, individual and corporate intercession are the essential foundation.  If your potential focus is truly strategic, it will threaten Satan’s grip on people and on places he has long claimed as his territory.  Be aware that you are entering a spiritual conflict that is not to be taken lightly.  One church reports, “The battles our on-site workers faced heightened our congregation’s focus on our adopted people.  It was an ongoing struggle, particularly establishing the first church among this tribe.  But our people realized that what they were doing was making a difference, and that was very meaningful to all of us.”

3. Take the posture of a learner.

One local church sensed a special call from God to take the gospel to an unreached people in China.  They assumed God would use them in significant evangelistic outreach.  Once on location, they discovered from local believers that their anticipated approach would be both inappropriate and ineffective.  Listening to those with experience on site, they adjusted their methodology and realized that the task would take longer and be more involved than they had initially anticipated.  God was able to use them because they humbly submitted to the leadership of local Chinese believers.

4. Determine to partner with others who bring complementary gifts.

Calvary Bible Fellowship (CBF) in Sinking Spring, PA, a congregation of about 550, adopted the Rangi people approximately five years ago when they sent a couple from their church for a two-year assignment in this tribe.  While limited in their own resources, the church teamed with a seasoned, on-site missionary and the national church body—the AIC of Tanzania—which had already targeted this people and assigned a bishop to oversee the work and an African evangelist to share the gospel.  CBF contributes support for the long-term missionary and, through the AIC, for the African evangelist.  

5. Be flexible.

Remember the wisdom of Proverbs 16:9, In his heart a man plans his course, but the LORD determines his steps.  God usually changes and improves our ideas.  Strategize carefully, but do not hold too tightly to your assumptions and plans.  The Grove Community Church in Riverside, CA, wanted to field a team from their church to reach their adopted people group.  While they have not yet been able to implement that strategy, they discovered that seminary students in the Philippines had a vision to reach this people.  The Grove covered tuition payments and now is assisting in other ways as these new workers begin outreach.  The means is different from what they initially envisioned but highly effective because they were open to creative alternatives in methodology.

6. Don’t undermine local initiative and accountability.

Intensive involvement of strong, well-resourced Western Churches has sometimes proved counterproductive.  Eager short-term workers unintentionally can be doing tasks for which locals desperately need the income and sense of ownership derived from their completion.  One church discovered that their greatest contribution toward construction was to provide building materials, field some workers to begin the task, then leave funds to hire local workers to complete the project.  An even more prevalent danger of well-intentioned Western churches comes from directly funding individual national workers without considering the impact on local accountability structures.  It is crucial to listen to the advice of experienced workers when establishing financial relationships.

SELECT AN APPROPRIATE FOCUS

7. Identify and build on your church’s unique DNA.

Bring together your key church leaders to discuss what is distinctive about your congregation.  Define your church’s strengths, resources and passions.  What is unique about your environment?  How has God led your fellowship to be involved in local and global outreach in the past?  When the pastor of Henley Baptist Church in Henley-on-Thames, England, made a survey trip to Kazakhstan, he recognized that the need he saw there for education and business expertise would resonate with people in his congregation.  The church eventually established the Equip Trust which provides professional services in the region where Henley has felt called to focus.  They estimate 75 percent of the congregation has been actively involved in some way.  A DNA mapping tool is available at http://www.dualreach.org/missions/bm~doc/DNA-T4.doc.

8. Determine what type of focus you want to pursue.

Do you want to adopt an unreached people group?  Or perhaps you are passionate about addressing an issue like poverty or justice?  Would you love to develop a sister-church relationship?  Do you want to minister locally, globally or both?  Is there a particular religion whose adherents you want to evangelize?  Or maybe assisting emerging church leaders is your vision?  What role should issues like language, denominational linkage, and the size and location of the focus play in your decision?  Five-year-old Oldmachar Church in Aberdeen, Scotland, decided that linking with a church from a very different setting would broaden their perspective.  Radstock Ministries introduced them to a congregation in Ternovka, Ukraine, and a unique sister-church relationship has enriched both bodies.  Meanwhile, Steele Creek Church in Charlotte, NC, became burdened for the persecuted believers of southern Sudan.  Today they provide humanitarian aid and other assistance in Sudan as well as reach out to 63 “lost boys” who have been relocated to Charlotte. 

9. Define how you want to get involved.

Is your primary goal to facilitate the outreach of national believers?  Or do you want to frequently send your own people on short- and longer-term assignments to work alongside on-site workers?  What length of commitment are you ready to make?  Your answers will shape how your church engages in a strategic focus.  Capistrano Valley Church in San Juan Capistrano, CA, is initiating a focus on an AIDS ministry in Africa.  They know they want their initiative to (1) have specific measurable objectives, (2) last three to four years, (3) provide multiple types of opportunities for church participation, and (4) be built around African church partners who have goals and ownership of the project so that the ministry continues after CVC completes its involvement.  You will want to share your expectations with potential partners up front in order to make sure you are developing a cooperative relationship built on clear communication and shared goals.

10. Consider your current ministries.
When looking for an opportunity to invest multiple resources in a strategic initiative, consider ministries in which you are already engaged.  Has God given an exciting vision to one of your missionaries?  A worker supported by Hawthorne (NJ) Gospel Church had a burden for the Datooga of Tanzania.  His enthusiastic vision was the catalyst for the church’s adoption of this unreached people and also resulted in six members of the church joining the effort to reach them.  

11. Evaluate access and openness to Westerners.
When Immanuel Baptist Church of Holland, MI, was considering the adoption of a largely unreached region of the Ukraine, they realized that one of their goals was to choose an initiative in which their members could have significant hands-on involvement.  Therefore, two of their selection criteria were (1) a geographic location that was reasonably accessible from North America and (2) a location where Westerners were welcome.  They highly valued the fact that a missionary contact volunteered to work out the logistics for short-term teams and arrange for translators.  

ESTABLISH GOALS

12. Focus on facilitating nationals’ vision.  

How can you make the biggest impact in the area to which God has called you?  In many cases, your church’s greatest contribution may be through facilitating the work of national believers or workers from a Two-Thirds-World country.  Cherry Hills Community Church in Highlands Ranch, CO, has initiated a partnership with OM India.  Their goal?  To do whatever is needed to make Indian evangelists most effective.

13. Prioritize relationships but define measurable goals.  

Western churches and church leaders are often far more task oriented than their relationship-focused, Two-Thirds-World counterparts.  An effective partnership will require a large investment of effort to build solid friendships and earn trust that can seem like wasted time to schedule-driven Westerners.  Yet partnerships do need clearly defined goals.  Tom Mullis, missions pastor of Perimeter Church and a former missionary who facilitated partnerships on the field, says, “Relationship takes priority over agenda.  On the other hand, what gets measured, gets done.”  First Assembly in Calgary, AB, Canada, weds relationships and goals.  Their 10-year commitment to address the HIV/AIDS pandemic in Uganda includes providing for AIDS orphans.  Significant work occurs via a link with a local Ugandan church.  Together these congregations are doing what neither could do alone.

14. From the start, commit to mobilize other churches.  

One means of sparking new vision in other congregations is by inviting leaders from those churches to accompany you on ministry trips. Calvary Baptist Church of Pemberton, NJ, has developed a strong bond with its sister congregation in Haiti.  Working with Reciprocal Ministries International, this church of 170 people has sent dozens of members to minister alongside their Haitian fellow believers.  One of their commitments is to share the vision and excitement by including on each team at least one person from another congregation.  Serving as a catalyst for other churches’ involvement exponentially multiples the impact of even a very small congregation.

15. Don’t underestimate the potential impact of your children and teens.

Children’s prayers have as much power as adults’ intercession!  And many boys and girls exhibit strong faith and heart-felt compassion that sets an example for older generations.  So from the very initiation of a strategic missions focus, you will want to challenge the children of your church to commitment and involvement.  Hudson (OH) Community Chapel is developing an entire module of Sunday school curriculum focused on their adopted people group.  Other congregations have held concerts of prayer with their children and youth.  

16. Make your strategic initiative a part of your church’s DNA.

A congregation in the Midwest has adopted a people group long resistant to the gospel.  “Reaching this people is now a part of who we are as a church,” they say with resolution.  Every person who attends their membership course receives a packet of information about their adopted people.  “Being part of this church means you, too, have adopted this group,” they are told.  A special offering once a month provides a tangible way in which everyone can get involved in the effort.

17. Form a mission committee sub-group to coordinate your strategic focus.

This team of people should include both proven and emerging leaders in the church.  You will want visionaries as well as administratively gifted individuals.  Make sure there are people in their 20s and 30s on the team.  One church focusing on a people in Central Asia has incorporated a number of returned short-term workers on their task force.  “We discovered that when you have an exciting vision,” they report, “people get excited and new leadership emerges.”

DISCOVER RESOURCES

18. Team up with an ethnic church in your community.

A congregation comprised of immigrants from your chosen people/location can provide a place of ministry and/or cross-cultural training.  Dialog with leaders to discover if there are ways to support their outreach to their own people and beyond.  After adopting a sister church in Haiti, one congregation discovered a Haitian church in their area.  The local congregation offered a place short-term teams could be exposed to language and culture.  The pastor and another member of the Haitian church participated on one of the teams, enriching the ministry of all three congregations.

19. Utilize international Christians in your church or community.

God may have placed international students, businesspeople, resettled refugees or other immigrants in your area to help you initiate an effective outreach in their homeland.  Invite them to your home to get acquainted over dinner or dessert, learning as much as you can from their “insider” perspective.  Is there a way you could work together?  Their help might include assistance in researching needs, preparing for cross-cultural ministry, developing in-country contacts and avoiding painful mistakes.  Immanuel Bible Church in Springfield, VA, launched a major initiative in Ghana led by a national who had attended their church while living in the US.  His guidance and instruction have been key to successful ministry. 

20. Join or launch a network.

What other churches are committed to reaching your adopted people group, grasping the same strategic opportunity or working in the same geographic region?  Are there Western mission agencies engaged there?  Have Two-Thirds-World missionaries deployed to reach these people?  Are you aware of different groups of believers within the country who may share your passion to accomplish this task?  While you may not choose to work together on all aspects of the project, meeting together and communicating regularly can provide encouragement, clarity and broad resources that will further the entire project.  One of your church’s key contributions to reaching the goal may lie in fostering a cooperative network.  For example, one new international fellowship of high-impact churches includes churches such as Nairobi (Kenya) Chapel; La Puerta Abierta Church in Buenos Aires, Brazil; Glenabbey Church in Belfast, Northern Ireland; and Elmbrook Church in Milwaukee, WI.  They not only cooperate on projects but also benefit from sharing their diverse strengths.

21. Facilitate communication.

Receiving regular updates from on-site workers is critical to keeping your congregation informed and involved.  Several congregations at the very outset of their strategic focus invested in technology for their on-site partners in order to expedite electronic communication.  In some cases this meant purchasing a satellite phone; in others, it was underwriting the monthly cost of online transmission of emails.  For some churches, the key is identifying a bilingual person who is willing and able to facilitate translation of messages to and from the church to nationals who do not speak or write English fluently.  Regardless of the barrier, it is important that the church do whatever it can to support a flow of prayer fuel and reports.

GET STARTED

With your missions team, begin to consider the possibility of adopting a strategic focus.

1. Make sure that everyone understands what a strategic focus is.  Discuss some illustrations (a number are summarized briefly in this tool).

2. Review the critical elements (#1-6 listed above).  Briefly discuss how these relate to your church.

3. Consider further research into the potential of a strategic focus.  You may decide to:

· Contact a mission agency you respect and inquire about strategic initiatives in which your church could become significantly involved.  Ask them to provide names of other churches who are successfully partnering with them in a strategic focus.

· Phone a few churches in your area and ask if they have a focus and how it started.  If appropriate, ask if you can join them on their next trip to their ministry area.

· Attend an Antioch Network Annual Gathering to learn from other churches involved in strategic foci / www.antiochnetwork.org.
4. Set aside some time for concentrated prayer about the possibility of adopting a strategic focus.

5. Schedule a meeting to bring together leaders to analyze your church’s DNA using the “Map Your Church’s DNA” tool available from DualReach at http://www.dualreach.org/missions/bm~doc/DNA-T4.doc or hold a Design Your Impact Workshop to help your church leaders identify your congregation’s DNA and consider an appropriate strategic focus  / www.dualreach.org.
6. Begin to consider what type of focus you want to pursue (see #8 above).

7. Define the kinds of involvement you think would be most appropriate for your church (see #9 above).

8. Review the ministries in which you currently participate.  Is one or more of them a potential strategic focus in which you could get more deeply involved?

9. Discuss which of these items you think should influence your decision regarding a strategic focus.  

· Geographic accessibility

· On-site workers who can coordinate your involvement and communicate regularly

· Opportunity to partner with an agency with which you are connected

· An established network of others involved with this people/project

· Opportunities to engage other churches in the focus

· Representatives of the people or country who live in your community

· A church in your community made up of people from the target group

10. Outline the next steps you are going to take, determine a time line, and designate the person(s) responsible.

OTHER RESOURCES

· The International Mission Board (Southern Baptist) PeopleLink / www.imb.org/WE/pplink.asp
· The U.S. Center of World Mission (Adopt-A-People) website / www.uscwm.org
· Final Focus Seminar by AIMS / www.aims.org
· Magnify Your Vision for the Small Church by John Rowell

· Keys to the Nations by Caleb Project / www.calebproject.org
· Churches Going Global by Tim Jeffery and Ros Johnson / www.christianbits.co.uk
· Building Strategic Relationships by Daniel Rickett, Winepress Publishing


· DualReach does not necessarily endorse all of the positions and activities of the organizations listed above.

· For more ideas on mobilizing your church for global impact, subscribe to DualReach’s Synergy Newsletter at www.dualreach.org.
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