“Avoiding Kidmin Tunnel Vision”

[bookmark: _GoBack]I will never forget one Monday in a staff meeting, Pastor Rod gave a glowing report about how God had worked the day before in our worship services.  All the other staff members were on the edge of their seats waiting for a grand announcement, but I had no clue what they were waiting on.  It was like walking in at the middle of a movie.  Slowly, I began to put the pieces together.  He explained (in a way that assumed everybody already knew exactly what he was talking about) that our people had given over $90,000 to translate the Bible into the Farsi language.  He beamed, “It’s the biggest single day offering in our church’s history!”
They celebrated.  I boiled.  How could it happen that every person on earth (or at least in the staff meeting) except me was well aware of this ministry and the offering? When had it been announced?  Who had talked about it? Why didn’t somebody tell me what was going on?  I felt angry, overlooked, and taken for granted.  I’d been working like crazy to build the very best Kids Ministry at our church, but I was seldom in the main worship services. 
After staff meeting, I asked Pastor Rod, “I'm not sure what’s going on. Why didn’t somebody tell me about this offering before it was taken?  I would have loved to have been a part of it.” 
He could tell I was mad, but his reply was gracious.  He said, “Brian, I’m not sure why you didn’t know about it.  We’ve talked about it on Sundays for the past month or so.”
Instantly I barked, “Well, I’m not in there on Sundays, so how could I ever know about things like this?  It’s a little unfair that those of us who aren’t able to attend the service on Sunday morning are in the dark about things like this.  It’s not our fault.”
Pastor Rod, in his ever-patient way, asked me a series of questions.  He said, “I see.  We had a giant announcement in the bulletin for the past several weeks. Didn’t you read the bulletin?” 
I had to answer, “No, I didn’t have time to read it.” 
He continued, “I sent a long letter out to the entire church explaining the opportunity to provide Bibles in the Farsi language.  Did you read that?” 
I sadly had to answer, “No. I saw the letter on the counter at home, but I didn’t read it.”
He asked, “We’ve talked about it in the past several staff meetings.  Don’t you remember those?”
By now, my voice barely registered in the audible range. “No, I don’t remember.  Maybe I wasn’t paying attention.”
That ended our conversation.  My anger morphed into embarrassment.  The irony, of course, is that I’d been furious about feeling left out when I’d chosen to ignore all the communication.  I assumed, “If it doesn’t have anything to do with Kids Ministry, I don’t really need to pay attention to it.” I’d made a very big mistake that many Kids Ministry leaders make.

My mistake: Having tunnel vision and missing the big picture.

Every children’s ministry pastor and volunteer has to overcome the obstacle of being isolated to some degree from the mainstream of church life.  We’re passionate about kids and excited about our roles, but it’s easy for us to develop a “silo mentality.”  A silo occurs when each part of an organization becomes self-contained, independent from the others, and fails to coordinate vision, philosophy, and practices.  It can happen in divisions of companies, and it can happen in churches—especially in kids’ ministries. 
In the months (and really years) before the conversation with Pastor Rod after staff meeting, I’d become radically devoted to our ministry to children.  There’s nothing wrong with that, but before I realized it, I saw our ministry as a ministry unto itself – a church within a church.  I didn’t do anything to resolve it.  I didn’t take the initiative to find out more about the mainstream of what our church was doing. And in fact, I didn’t even take a few minutes to read newsletters or pay attention in staff meetings.  I didn’t even care what “they” were doing because I was so committed to what “we” were doing.  I was building my own little kingdom, and I resented anyone who didn’t contribute to our success. I only paid attention to other pastors and church leaders if their input applied directly to Kids Ministry. 

The Dangers of Tunnel Vision
In kids’ ministries, we need to recognize the symptoms of tunnel vision.  If we don’t, we may suffer severe consequences.  Here are some dangers for kids’ pastors and other leaders:
1)  I develop a territorial spirit.
When we’re operating in a silo, we develop an “us against them” mentality.  We think, “I do Kids Ministry. Let them worry about the adult ministry stuff.  Besides, we’re doing what really counts, just ask George Barna!”  This attitude is poisonous and causes division in the church. 
It’s a wonderful thing to believe that what we do really matters.  It’s terrific to see God work to change lives.  It’s exhilarating to have a deep sense that God has equipped us for a particular role in ministry.  But the sheer joy of serving God can drift into arrogance and ruin the individual and everything he touches. 
When I was at my first church, The Oaks Fellowship in Dallas, Texas, I received a call on a Saturday from Scott Wilson, who, at the time, was the Youth Pastor/Associate Pastor.  The bass player for the regular worship service was sick, so he asked if he could use my bass player from my Young Warriors (the fourth- to sixth-grade service).  I had some special music planned for my service, and I was angry that he would even ask!  In fact, I even threatened to quit my job.  I said, “Obviously no one cares enough about Kids Ministry.  We always get the leftovers!”
I failed to grasp that Sunday morning worship is central to the calling and strategy of the church.  I’ve heard many times, “Sunday morning in the sanctuary pays the bills.  If it’s not excellent, everything suffers.”  But for some reason, I gradually began to see every other ministry and event as competition to our Kids Ministry.  When Scott called, he wasn’t demanding or rude.  He simply made a request.  I’d become so fiercely territorial that I felt he was trying to take “my” bass player away. 
2)  I develop a “poor me” mentality.
When we don’t feel appreciated, it’s not a big step from being territorial to being consumed with self-pity.  When we feel like second-class ministers, we feel persecuted, and every perceived slight hurts like the blow from an ax!  In fact, one of the signs that we’ve crossed the line is when we become overly upset over a perceived injustice.  A healthy person would ask questions to clarify things, but a fragile, furious person takes offense even when no offense has occurred. 

3)  I infect the rest of my team.
In our ministry, I was the model, the example, the one who others looked to for leadership.  What did they see?  I had become a person who often complained, “Nobody sees just how important Kids Ministry is.”  Others copied my attitude and words.  I’d created a culture of resentment.  It wasn’t pretty. 
At one point, I realized several of our Kids Ministry volunteers were going home after they served with us instead of attending the adult worship service.  When I asked them about it, it was like looking in the mirror.  They said, “Brian, we’re doing what really counts, and the regular worship service is boring compared to what we’re doing. There’s no need for us to go.”  They had picked up my negative attitude like a bad cold.

4)  I fail to support (and may even compete with) the pastor’s vision.
You can’t communicate what you don’t understand.  If you aren’t connected with the pastor’s vision, you end up casting your own vision—which may be different from his. Remember, the only reason you have your job is because your pastor can’t be everywhere at the same time.  God has called your pastor to lead the church.  Your task is to support him and his vision for the church, the community, and the future.

5)  I fail to communicate key information to parents and team members.
I’m lucky no one asked me any questions about the Farsi Bible offering, or I would have looked completely stupid.  When we create silos, we don’t value information about other areas of ministry—or the church itself.  If a parent or kids’ ministry team member needs some information about an event, we’re clueless.  In fact, we may gently (or not so gently) ridicule the person for even asking about an event that’s not central to Kids Ministry.  Sadly, some parents and other adults don’t even ask the Kids Pastor about events pertaining to the church because he has a reputation for “only caring about his area.” 
Tunnel vision isn’t just an inconvenience.  It’s an acid that eats away at everything good, right, noble, and pure in a leader’s heart, a team’s life, and a ministry’s impact.

How To Avoid Tunnel Vision
It’s not enough to sit back and expect your pastor or other staff members to make sure you’re vitally connected with the entire scope of the church’s life.  That’s your responsibility.  Here are some steps you can take to stay in touch: 
1)  Read every available piece of information.
Make it a weekly practice to read the bulletin, newsletters, articles on the website, and anything else that tells what the church is doing.  Most churches do a good job of getting information out to their people, including the staff, but it’s up to each of us to take a few minutes to read it—and that’s all it takes, just a few minutes.

2)  Ask questions.
If you’re unsure about an upcoming event, a strategy, or any other plan, take the initiative to get an answer to your questions.  In fact, I’m so dense that I often ask, “Is there anything going on that I haven’t asked about?”  Don’t wait for others to spoon feed you adequate information.  In staff meetings, ask your pastor and other staff members if they have any information they want you to communicate to your volunteers, parents, or kids. 

3)  Watch or listen to the Sunday morning service.
Most churches record the pastor’s sermon each week. If you can’t attend the service (and most of the time you can’t), make it a priority to listen to the message sometime during the week.  It will keep you connected to the pastor and to the heartbeat of the church. 
Every week, I watch a DVD of the morning service while our Kids Ministry team has a meal together.  We enjoy hanging out with each other, everybody likes to eat, and we stay connected to what happened in our church that weekend.  Also, it sends a loud, clear message to our team that I want them to be exposed to Pastor Rod’s vision every week.

4)  Pay attention in staff meetings.
Maybe this one is just for me.  After my talk with Pastor Rod, I realized I hadn’t given my undivided attention in staff meetings.  I had to make a change.  When other pastors had been sharing what was going on in their ministry areas, I’d been checking email, updating my website, and daydreaming.  I was sure none of what was going on in the meeting affected me at all, so I tuned out.  But I’d missed important information, felt disconnected, and made wrong assumptions about everyone in the room. 

5)  Regularly pray for your pastor and other department leaders.
In my relationships with other pastors at our church, I want to go beyond collecting raw information and coordinating schedules.  I’ve made a heartfelt commitment to each person on our pastoral team.  I make a point to ask them questions about what’s going on in their personal lives and ministries, and (get this) I’m committed to really listen when they told me what’s going on.  In addition, I pray for them.  I asked for specific prayer requests, and I checked up on them to see how God had worked.  This choice has made a huge difference in my perspective, my attitude, and my relationships with each person on the team.  They’ve told me the greatest challenges they face in their ministries, and I found out their joys and struggles in their families.  My commitment to pray for them has kept me connected and prevented me from becoming focused only on Kids Ministry.

6)  Communicate the pastor’s heart and vision.
We’ve come a long way since I realized the huge mistake I was making.  Now, I work with my pastor so we communicate the same message with the same heart.  We want the DNA of the church to reach into every corner of every home.  One of Pastor Rod’s most famous statements is: “Every soul matters to God.”  He teaches that the most obscure person in a forgotten land is as valuable to God as the soul of a celebrity.  I teach it to the kids, too.  When our Junior Bible Quiz team came up with a name, they didn’t call themselves the Panthers, Cardinals, Jaguars, or Razorbacks. They chose ESMTG: Every Soul Matters to God.  That’s a good sign that the pastor’s heart has filtered down through me into the children’s hearts.  Our kids hear our church’s mission, vision, and values all the time, and it makes a difference in how they view the church—and on a much broader level, it shapes how they view God’s work in the world.
When our kids go to church, they don’t hear a message that’s different from what we’ve taught them.  We want them to understand and embrace Pastor Rod’s heart.  It’s good for them, it’s good for their parents, and it’s good for our team and me.
We often invite key leaders of the church—pastors, board members, and volunteers in other ministries—to join us so they can see what God is doing in Kids Ministry.  They love to sit in the back to watch our volunteers serve and the Spirit change lives.

7)  Work hard to help kids make the transition to youth ministry.
To smooth the way for our fifth graders to make the move up to junior high ministry, I ask our youth pastors to preach to our kids several times in the months before the move.  I also ask the youth pastors to be the speakers for our fifth graders’ retreat every year.  At these events, the youth worship team leads the worship. I want our fifth graders to know, love, and trust the youth pastors before they officially move up and walk through their doors.  To make the transition even more comfortable, a couple of us from Kids Ministry often go up to speak or lead a game for the kids in junior high.  We want them to see that we’re a family—a supportive one, not a dysfunctional one.

When you lose focus of what God called you to be –an extension of your pastor’s heart – it can get ugly.  When I had tunnel vision, I felt isolated and angry.  I had to acknowledge, though, that I’d created the silo where I was living.  I had been living with a chip on my shoulder, and I dared anyone to say a word about it.  
Now, instead of ignoring Pastor Rod and the other ministries of our church, I want our Kids Ministry to celebrate them.  We’re partners, not competitors.  This isn’t just good organizational strategy; it’s good for my soul, too.  My anger has subsided, my relationships have improved, and we share a common vision to help people in our church and our community love Jesus Christ.  It’s a beautiful thing.
I’m not the only one who has struggled with this.  I know this is something that is easy to develop, sometimes without even realizing it.  Your focus gets fuzzy, you begin to get tunnel vision, and before you know it you’ve developed a “we are where it’s at” mentality.  It’s destructive to the body of Christ.
I want to pray for those of you who are struggling with this.
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