A Vision of a Church at Rest

I can’t tell you how many times I have been asked about my vision for the church, that is,
for my congregation. For instance, at the last pastors’ conference I attended, the speaker
encouraged table discussions on how the Church can come back from covid and what the future
will look like for our congregations.

I actually began my ministry with mandatory “Vision Planning.” I guess it was
“penance” for being a mission congregation of the district that received district subsidy. As the
fresh, new pastor, | was supposed to work with the leadership to bring a new vision to this
church that had been planted by the previous pastor. A district-approved consultant was brought
in to help (his expenses covered by the congregation). So, on many Saturdays, a small band of
us would gather for “Vision Planning.” Colored markers were pulled from the package and lids
were popped, large sheets of paper were hung on the board, and a flurry of writing commenced.
We were to brainstorm, to shout out ideas, and anything we said was written in color.

To this day | can’t remember one thing, one idea that made it onto those sheets that were
supposed to hold our new vision. And just thinking back on the time and effort of it all is
exhausting.

Rick Warren, the well-known pastor of Saddleback Church and author of The Purpose
Driven Church, continues to push for congregations to have a vision. Warren, who just
announced his retirement, wrote an article last year encouraging pastors to keep striving. In the
article titled “3 Aspects of the Vision God Has for Your Church,” Warren states:

Nothing starts happening until somebody starts dreaming. Every accomplishment started
off first as an idea in somebody’s mind. It started off as a dream. It started off as a
vision, a goal. If you don’t have a goal for your church, your default goal is to remain the
same. If you aim at nothing, you’re definitely going to hit it.

A church without a vision is never going to grow, and a church’s vision will never be
larger than the vision of its pastor. So you as a leader and as a pastor must have God’s
vision for your church. The very first task of leadership is to set the vision for the
organization. If you don’t set the vision, you’re not the leader. Whoever is establishing
the vision in your church is the leader of that particular church. A church will never
outgrow its vision and the vision of a church will never outgrow the vision of the pastor
(https://pd.church/3-aspects-of-the-vision-god-has-for-your-church/).

In an odd mixing of God’s will and the pastor’s initiative, Warren says, “So you need to ask
yourself this question, ‘“What would I attempt for God if I knew I couldn’t fail?” Let that expand
your horizons. Let it expand your dreams. Expand your vision. It starts with a dream.” Then
Warren gets to the three aspects of “What,” “How,” and “When”:

You get God’s vision by saying, “What do you want me to do? How do you want me to
do it? And when do you want me to do it?”” You need to stop praying, “God, bless what
I’m doing.” And instead, start praying, “God, help me to do what you want to bless”
(https://pd.church/3-aspects-of-the-vision-god-has-for-your-church/).
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What is unsettling about this obligation to have a vision is that it defines a congregation
as always needing to move in some direction, and hopefully getting to where it should be, that is,
until the next vision. Is that true? Does a church need to have some plan to build a satellite
campus or to have a certain number of members by an arbitrary date? Does the pastor have to
put the people on a forced march to his goal? Haven’t we already arrived at the goal where two
or three are gathered? Hasn’t the Church arrived at its vision when people take their seats in the
pews to receive the gifts of Christ? The Augsburg Confession, Article VI, says about the
essence of the Church, “It is also taught that at all times there must be and remain one holy,
Christian church. It is the assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached
and the holy sacraments are administered according to the gospel.” Isn’t that enough?

| have a vision of a Church at rest. This is, after all, where Christ wants his people to be:
in him and at rest. Our Lord said, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and | will
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for | am gentle and lowly in heart,
and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28-
30). So let us drop the vision-planning markers, stop dreaming, no longer seek a theology of
glory, and rest! Let us enjoy the Means of Grace. May we hear the Word of the Lord, “Be still,
and know that I am God” (Ps. 46:10).

This does not mean that we stop reaching out to others with the Gospel or stop planning
how we can serve the household of God and the community. The Augsburg Confession, Article
VI, says, “It is also taught that such faith should yield good fruit and good works and that a
person must do such good works as God has commanded for God’s sake but not place trust in
them as if thereby to earn grace before God.” Resting does not mean inactivity. Rather, resting
means accepting God’s vision for us: to receive forgiveness, life, and salvation in Christ. It
means having peace even as we walk and serve in the way of the cross.

Wasn’t Saint John given the vision, the ultimate goal of the Church? The Apostle writes:

After this | looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before
the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with
a loud voice, ‘Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!’
And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four
living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying,
‘Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and
might be to our God forever and ever! Amen’” (Rev. 7:9-12).

That vision of the end will come to be by God’s doing alone. That final gathering will include
all believers, even us! No shoddy church visions or failure to dream will thwart this plan of
God’s. And not even the most polished church program or campaign for the future will be able
to hasten or improve upon God’s goal. It will come about in the Lord’s time.

For now, though, isn’t the vision of God for us to enjoy the foretaste of the feast to come
and to rest at his table? Aren’t we to rejoice in being exactly where we are supposed be: “With
angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven? To look anywhere else or to seek
any human dream or goal would be to miss this true, restful vision of our God.

— Pastor



