
SCN Thoughts on the COB ‘Compelling Vision’ process 

“Through Scripture, Jesus calls us to live as courageous disciples by word and action: To surrender ourselves 
to God, to embrace one another, to express God’s love for all creation.” 

The above quotation is the current vision statement for the Church of the Brethren, adopted by the Annual 
Conference in 2012. The statement was well written and incorporated the input from wide constituencies within 
the denomination. Extensive time and energy was spent developing this statement, which included a study 
guide, music and worship resources and other resources to spread the message, along with a broader explanation 
of its three primary foci. Unfortunately, the vision statement never became an integral part of denominational 
life, mission, and ethos, and has been largely forgotten. 

It is instructive to remember the adopted 2012 vision statement this year as the denomination embarks on 
another vision process, a process defined by the Compelling Vision Working Group to be a ‘kind of vision…so 
attention-grabbing, convincing, powerful, and irresistible that it would merit a description of ‘compelling.’” 
Based on that rationale, reaching for a ‘compelling vision’ is not a bad idea. The denomination could certainly 
use that type of vision and direction to boldly guide it forward. Yet it is also important that the upcoming 
compelling vision process not be an excuse to avoid difficult conversations facing the denomination. It has to be 
an earnest, honest, prayerful effort that is willing to take risks and step out in faith. 

In the spirit of prayerful support, here are some reflections for the Supportive Communities Network, the 
Compelling Vision leadership, and the remaining Church of the Brethren to consider as this process emerges: 

1) Make sure the vision and the process actively and intentionally includes people at the margins of the 
church: For this process to be different, it has to seek out voices that are frequently silenced, ignored or 
dismissed by the church. Women in ministry, persons of LGBTQ identity, young adults, and persons of 
color have to be voices at the table both in equality and in equity. Significantly, the process has to create 
safe spaces for everyone to share, with special awareness to the stresses faced by persons in these 
groups. Intentional efforts to avoid ‘tokenism’ are vitally important. The benefits of this approach are 
clear – rarely has an effective, ‘compelling vision’ been drafted from the comfortable middle, but 
instead from ideas at the margins of ministry, where Jesus also resided. 
 

2) Make sure the process and resulting vision is ‘compelling,’ but not ‘compelling’: There are two 
definitions of compelling. The first, utilized by the Compelling Vision Working Group in the 
introduction, is the more inspirational and invitational – a vision that captures your heart and compels 
you to be part of it because you want to be a part of it. The second definition is more troubling, 
reflecting a recent desire by segments of the denomination to ‘compel’ or enforce their belief, practice, 
and theology upon the rest of the denomination, not through seeking the wisdom of the Holy Spirit 
through the Annual Conference, but instead by crafting punitive proposals that would divide the 
denomination and bring hardship to pastors, churches, districts, and agencies. For the compelling vision 
to have any hope of success, it must be one that draws and invites people to it, rather than one that 
expels or drives people away from it. 
 

3) Make sure the process doesn’t use past practices that have been less effective: In order for the vision to 
be compelling, it must be a vision that invites us to step beyond our current practices and into the 
uncomfortable space of a challenging and inspiring vision. Developing the statement using a 
theologically diverse committee, which develops our vision based on majority views, is a past practice 
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that has been tried before and has not been effective. So, let us consider bold ideas. Find people with 
gifts for radical vision. Pick some of the most ‘out of the box’ suggestions. Recognize our limitations 
and hire a qualified, professional consultant. Don’t be afraid to speak some honest naming to the whole 
church about what has brought us to this point. Be bold! What do we have to lose? 
 

4) Make sure the process is fully open to the Holy Spirit’s leading: If we are to be open to the Holy Spirit’s 
direction, there has to be space to recognize that God may be calling us to undertake structural options 
we are fearful to consider. Perhaps the Holy Spirit truly is calling everyone to stay in the denomination 
and we actually forge a common, compelling vision that we can all agree upon. Or perhaps, the Holy 
Spirit is calling us to consider an ‘amicable separation’ into two or three groups, recognizing that our 
differences of theology, vision, and praxis are so great that the best we can do is to separate and bless 
one another’s journeys. Or perhaps, the Holy Spirit is calling us in an entirely different direction we 
have yet to consider. We can all pray that the Holy Spirit is not calling us to a slow, steady death by 
institutional paralysis and the resulting member/congregational/district departure, as our current 
trajectory suggests. 

The Supportive Communities Network of BMC intends to be a constructive part of the ‘compelling vision’ 
process. We intend to keep these conversations in prayer and encourage involvement in these discussions 
towards a denominational future, even as we also encourage the denomination to incorporate and utilize the 
‘compelling vision’ which guides our communities’ efforts together – the SCN Guiding Principles. These 
principles are available on the BMC website and other social media. The principles are inspiring, hopeful, 
visionary, and reflects what we consider to be the best of Brethren values. We invite you to learn more about 
them and share them with your congregations and communities. 

These are uncertain times for the Church of the Brethren. Fear and anger are easy allies. But they are also 
faithless ones. We are called to be faithful and bold, unafraid to move into an unknown, yet exciting future 
together. May the Holy Spirit’s wisdom, discernment, and courage guide us as we move forward in this process. 

Prepared by: Brian Flory, SCN steering committee convener 
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