Rethinking how we Cast Vision on Campus

Learning from the UC San Diego experience and their sense of mission and vision
Doug Schaupp (with Ryan Pfeiffer)  Southern California Region.  Draft #3.  
I have been inspired and instructed by watching Ryan and his team and how they approach the campus.  Their sense of purpose and their sense of vision are different from what I am used to.  What can we learn from them?  Are there habits and practices that we might emulate?  
This draft explores what I have learned from Ryan and his team.  It also includes responses from four friends at the end, blog style.  

The UCSD staff team has fundamentally maintained the same sense of purpose and the same vision for their priorities on campus for the past five years.  The wording has changed, but the main point remains the same:  

· In 2001, it was Growth through Conversion.

· In 2002, it was Every Christian an Evangelist
· Then it was The harvest is Plentiful.

· Then You are my Witnesses
· Now it is Every Christian a Witness
Watching them has made me change my mind about the purpose and process of visioning for the campus.  Here are four areas where we might learn from Ryan and his team.

I.  Annual versus Consistent Over Time.

In the past, my vision for the campus changed from year to year.  We expected that visions would last one year, and that each class of student leaders would be able to begin from scratch, seeking God for a sense of vision.  This short term thinking is wonderful for fostering student ownership, but it limits any long-term change of culture in the fellowship.  If we only work hard at reaching the campus for one year, we made great efforts, but we did not change our culture.  
II.  Missional versus Values.

One thing I began to realize in the late 1990s is that our visioning process really should have been called a “strengthening our core values” process.  Our “visioning” process was how we would discern which core values we were weakest at and which one God would have us focus on.  One year it would be prayer, then Christian community, then servanthood, then love for the poor, then evangelism, then love for the scripture, etc.  All excellent values.  All Biblical.  All needed.  But strengthening our core values and putting one at the top of the list for the year is not necessarily creating a vision for the campus.    

The other thing that Ryan has helped me see is that a rotating series of “top values” for the year can inadvertently communicate something funky to the students.  What happens in the eyes of the students when they see us focus on a different core value for the year?  They get a great experience of that core value, but are they clear on our purpose for being on campus?  Though the staff worker may be clear on the purpose despite a rotating series of annual “top values,” can our students keep crystal clear on their sense of mission to the campus?

Most importantly, when our vision for the year was “prayer” or “servanthood,” that is how I evaluated our work on campus at the end of the year.  The vision is what I heeded and how I sensed if we had grown.  This means my framework for growth was not missional, but around core values.  Maybe our New Student Outreach was passive, and maybe our evangelism was weak.  But at least we prayed more.  My sense of mission was rooted in the campus vision for the year, allowing me to drift in my clarity about the need for my missional leadership and goal-setting.  
III.  A potential problem with zero-based planning.

On the one hand, there is something wonderful about letting the students really consider anything as the possible vision for the community.  To tell students that they can seek God and come up with anything that God wants for the campus is thrilling.  When I was a student, my experience on the Visioning team was revolutionary for this reason.  We were discerning from scratch.  The sky was the limit.  This experience changed the way I viewed my campus, my peers, and myself.  We were empowered by Jesus to reach the campus!  Because this annual experience of starting from scratch can be so transformational for the student leaders, we have kept it.  Annual visions are tremendous for each class of students to have great ownership.  
One thing I did not realize as a student was that our zero-based visioning was indeed rooted in our InterVarsity commitments.  There was an invisible sense of purpose that did frame our conversation and prayers.  But our staff did not explicitly explain how our visioning process was connected to our reaching the campus.  
· How do you help your students vision for the campus?  

· How do you feel about a one year vision for your campus versus a longer-term vision?  

How do we help students hear from God about his work on campus while giving them a sense of connectedness to InterVarsity more broadly?  We are not autonomous chapters in isolation.  We are in community with each other.  Ryan and team were profoundly helped by the divisional “hedge hog” and goals.  They took the broader sense of mission and tailored it for their campus.  

IV.  Will we Allow the Missional Purpose to Change us?  

It is hard to let the vision or purpose change us.  We often endure the “reaching the campus” part of our school year more than let it change us.  I think God wants to change us through the mission.  What might it look like to have our structures as subservient to the mission?  How might we be willing to let the mission change the culture of our fellowship?  
CONSIDERING THE REASONS FOR A MULTI-YEAR, MISSIONAL VISION

Jeff Pearson told me about his own paradigm shift in how to vision for campus.  He served in Baltimore as Area Director, and then returned four years ago to San Diego, where he had been an undergrad in the 1990s.  The enduring vision for evangelism on campus did not fit his spiritual gifts or his prime passion of developing people.  But he realized that our purpose on campus is indeed missional.  InterVarsity exists to reach and transform the campus.  We are on campus to bring the Gospel to campus.  Because this is our purpose, this needed to take the lead as we come into campus each year.  Jeff began to recognize that leadership development definitely supports our overall purpose for existing on campus, but it is not our purpose.  
I have been a part of various conversations over the years where we debate which Kingdom values are “most” on God’s heart.  The thing I like about the San Diego approach is that they are not debating the relative importance of Kingdom values in the abstract, but rather what will advance the Kingdom work on campus.    

Therefore, they have created longer-term visions for the campus.  UCSD’s visions are always missional.  Why?

1. Our purpose for being on campus does not change year-to-year, so why should our vision?  

2. Evangelism energy is harder to maintain than our other values and convictions.  Willow Creek has five core values, but evangelism gets the lions share of focus and energy.  Why?  How could this be fair?  They have found that ownership for evangelism “leaks” far faster than their other values.  So they put 40% of there leadership energy into evangelism, and the other four values receive 15% each.  San Diego has tried to model themselves after this missional prioritization.

3. Other Kingdom values and convictions bolster the mission on campus, and need to support the mission.  The key is finding ways to help them fit well together, with missional vision out in the lead.    
COUNTING THE COSTS.

What would it take to switch to 3-year campus visions and 3-year strategic plans?  What habits and barriers would have to be transformed?  Here are three I can think of:  
1. Excellent work on student ownership.  Since it would mean altering a key facet of student ownership (the annual zero-based visioning process), other crucial habits would have to be strengthened to be sure to protect student initiative.  They would need to be able to guide and plan the ministry in many other ways.  

2. Excellent work on integrating our core values.  Instead of having “stand alone” core values that rotate to the top from time to time, there would need to be wise integration of the values so that students understand how they values fit together year-in and year-out.  In particular, excellent work would need to be done on overcoming historical either/or tensions around our values.  Such as integrating justice and evangelism, integrating spiritual formation and evangelism, integrating multi-ethnic/reconciliation values and evangelism, etc.   

3. Excellent work on 3-year strategic plans and innovation.  There is no reason to keep a 3-year vision for a campus if it gets boring or mundane.  Instead, there must be an on-going commitment to reaching the campus in new and effective ways.  Progress must be made each year toward growing an evangelistic culture in the campus ministry.  Each new effort must advance the overall goals and vision.  
HOW DO YOU LEAD YOUR CAMPUS?

· How do you define our sense of purpose on campus?
· How do you “vision” for the campus and set priorities for the year?  
· In your experience, which “purpose” or “vision” or “plan” most propelled you into fruitful evangelism, conversion, and growth?  What did you learn from that?  

· How do you clarify “values” from “mission” with your exec?  
RESPONSES FROM 4 FRIENDS: EXCERPTS IN BLOG FORM
A handful of our friends kindly interacted with me as I was working on drafts 1 and 2 of this paper.  Here are some excerpts of their interacting with me and with each other’s ideas (listed in the order in which I received them.)
ROB DIXON

Loved your bit about how what we've always called vision processes were really more "what is our weak or underdeveloped value?" discernment processes. I think that's spot on and I join you in wanting to reject that approach from year to year. It also makes me think that we all need a redefinition of what a vision actually is and is not.

I totally wrestled philosophically with this question: how does a "campus plan" fit with an "evangelism plan?" Are they different? If so, how? Is one a subset of the other? In the end, my hard-won conclusion was that they are the same. No difference. A campus plan is an evangelism plan. My reasoning? Like you say in your paper, in InterVarsity, we exist to do evangelism on campus. We are fundamentally a missional organization dedicated to representing Jesus on campus, and so for us to not be about the proclamation and representation of the Gospel is to not be an InterVarsity chapter in the S and T. In my view, we shouldn't need a regional focus to realize this; it just should be because that is who we are and who we aspire to be more and more.


This might be semantics, but in the UCSD example I'm not sure I see a "multi-year, missional vision." I see a clear emphasis on the mission which transcends each of the five years you mention. And so if that's what you mean, I'm all for it. In fact, forget 3 years, let's talk about 60+ years!


Fanatical and enticing and steadfast articulation of the mission, coupled with insane innovation of the strategy and rollout of the mission.  Everything remains the same, while everything changes.  EX: duck.  Calm on top of water, and busy under.  

DON EVERTS (AD in Denver)
I think the emphasis on mission in your paper is so good and right.  We must constantly hold our core purpose (establish and advance witnessing communities) up for all to see, we must trumpet it and speak of it and (this is important) submit all our plans and visions and strategies to it.  In the monthly report I’ve developed, I break it down into two main categories: our purpose and our vision.  First, I want staff to identify and evaluate who they want to mission to be established or advanced – and have them choose certain AFR categories as concrete markers for this.  For most of our campuses we’ve pre-chosen at least 3 of these categories.  This is the quantitative side  - how are we moving the mission forward?  How are we fulfilling our purpose.  The second section is more qualitative and is centered on our vision: students transformed, campus renewed, world changers developed.  Here I have the staff put the various structures/meetings etc that are a part of their strategy for the year – setting goals for each and providing a monthly evaluation for each.  I work with staff to make sure their structures (towards vision) are pushing the mission (purpose) forward.  I evaluate their work numerically based on the purpose.
I’m sure that much of the fruit at UCSD (thanks to God) has come from having a single vision each year, even if the phrasing changes.  But I am certain that they are still doing leadership development, still teaching students how to handle scripture, etc.  My guess is that the core issue isn’t that they don’t/won’t re-vision every year, but that this emphasis on evangelism has helped them remain clinging to our purpose.  Which makes me think that the lesson (and implication) isn’t about the visioning process and whether it should be done annually, whether it should be opened up to students etc.  I think the lesson has to do with clinging to our purpose.  And making all our annual visions slave to our purpose.  Explicitly so.  

We exist to establish and advance witnessing communities.  I’m not trying to be picky about words, I really think this muddiness matters.  If we really existed to bring the good news to campus, we might opt for a strategy of having several gifted staff do evangelism on the campus.  But that’s not our purpose: we are here to establish witnessing communities of students.  Which is a different purpose.  We don’t exist for evangelism on campus, we exist to create communities of students who are witnessing on campus.
SHAWN YOUNG (AD in Reno)
I appreciate Don’s response so much.  I don’t often get to hear other people’s interpretations on InterVarsity’s purpose/mission and Don states his very well.  I’m glad to have my perspective challenged.  I thought about his statement, “we don’t exist for evangelism on campus, we exist to create communities of students who are witnessing on campus.”  So much depends on the emphasis that we place on things.  But I agree in the sense that I don’t believe our purpose is simply to raise up a handful of gifted evangelists and turn them loose on a campus.  I agree that we are sent to the campus to establish communities.  And these communities not only witness to Christ, but “grow in love for God, God’s word, God’s people…and God’s purposes…”  But I think where many IV staff lose focus is they become so consumed with the chapter’s systems and needs and structures and leadership development, etc. that the community itself becomes the whole mission.  I don’t believe we exist in order that we may simply…exist on campus.  (And I know none of you do either). 

To become witnessing communities, we can’t treat evangelism like it’s one of many kingdom values we hope to imbed in students while they’re with us.  It’s got to be so central to our existence that it permeates everything we do in one way or another.  Moreover, since it’s the stated action that defines the kind of communities we are supposed to be establishing, I think it’s appropriate for witnessing (in its many diverse forms) to be the main activity we ask our staff and students to engage in.  According to our purpose statement, it’s what we do.  

I think Ryan and his staff have found this sweet-spot where they do not ignore the key chapter building strategies but have become a genuine witnessing community in which students are thrilled and empowered by their sense of mission to reach the campus.  I’d love to hear them describe their visioning process with staff and students, but my guess is, it has to be a combination of some building/strengthening questions (“Where are we weak and what could we do to change that?”) and mission/advancement questions (“Where is the harvest on campus?  How can we grow as witnesses here?).  And I imagine the building/strengthening piece is evaluated for what it has to do with enabling the fellowship to increase its witness on campus.

The push against becoming a truly missional, witnessing community is tremendous.
JON BALL

Don also emphasized on keeping the focus of "to establish and advance witnessing communities." That brings great clarity and continuity. It also keeps the emphasis on evangelism.  "Witnessing communities" really pushes a least three crucial prongs: Evangelism, Community, and Leadership. You can't establish or advance a witnessing community without good leadership development. But Jeff's point is good: we don't exist to develop leaders. We develop leaders for the sake of the Kingdom, which in our context specifically must mean witnessing communities. 

Holding that as a constant vision doesn't have to take away from the students' sense of ownership and initiative. That vision was here long before any of us were born--though maybe not stated in those exact words. Staff that continue to push responsibility as far down as possible will see student ownership keep growing. Staff that try to keep control will choke out not only student initiative but also the work of the Spirit. I think it's possible--and I've seen people who have done it well--to encourage wide-open "vision" processes, while holding strongly to the value of being faithful to this vision.

From my biblical study of visioning, I think two more elements deserve close attention. First, in the Bible God always initiates and gives the vision. Second, vision seems to come in the context of prayer and fasting. Nehemiah, Daniel, Barnabas and Paul all led with great passion based on vision from God, for which they were willing to face down pagan emperors, endure public shame, and give their lives. Their visions came in times of fasting and prayer. 
