
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

OVERVIEW OF VINEYARD MISSIOLOGY 
Craig Simonian 

The Vineyard approach to “doing missions” reflects five core values.  They are 1. Local-church based 
mission; 2. Working through partnerships; 3. Church planting movements; 4. Commitment to 
contextualization; and 5. Expeditious release of national leadership. Here we expand on the meaning of 
each of these core values. 

1. Local-Church Based Mission 

It was the perfect expression of the Kingdom of God: Adam and Eve enjoying intimate fellowship 
with one another and with God there in the Garden of Eden. But when humanity was drawn into 
the Serpent’s rebellion, they unwittingly became part of his counterfeit kingdom. Right then, God 
could have tossed away His dream of building a community of sons and daughters with whom 
He could dwell as Father and King. But instead, He makes a powerful declaration, recorded in 
Genesis 3:15. One day He will send someone, born of the seed of the woman, who will crush the 
Serpent, forever redeeming fallen humanity back to Himself.  

In spite of the Fall, we see over and over again the Father’s continued pursuit of humanity, the 
crown jewel of His creation. He even follows them outside the Garden, inviting them, in their 
feeble covering of fig leaves, to come out from behind their shame and guilt. And, in another 
expression of His love, He makes for them a real covering of animal skin to cover the shame of 
humanity. The gift foreshadowed the day when He would send His own Son, the Promised One 
of Genesis 3:15, to be sacrificed upon the cross of Calvary. 

Because of God’s holiness, He had to put Adam and Eve out of the Garden. Yet in His great love 
and mercy, the Father has spent every day since engaged in one great pursuit. His singular goal is 
to restore humanity back into the intimacy of the Garden. Nearly every page of Scripture, from 
Genesis 3 through Revelation 22, tells this same story. God on a mission. A missional God whose 
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greatest passion has always been to restore us to the deep fellowship He always intended to 
enjoy with us in the Garden.   

So, how does it all end?  In Revelation 21:3-4, we read “I heard a loud shout from the throne, 
saying, ‘Look, God's home is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will be his 
people. God himself will be with them. He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be 
no more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.’”  The story ends 
back at the beginning: God dwells with His people in the intimacy of a garden.  

And for all who have experienced the life, love, and forgiveness of the cross, our missional God 
has sent an invitation to join in His restoration of fallen humanity. He invites us, as He did 
Abraham (Genesis 12), to not only live in all of His blessing, but to be a blessing, as His missional 
people, to all the peoples of the world. He gave us, His Church, this amazing commission: to join 
in what He has been doing since Genesis 3.   

And yet, for so long, the Church has often chosen embrace only part of God’s call.  That is, we 
have chosen to live in His blessing without embracing the call to be a blessing to the nations. For 
the Vineyard Movement, the call to local-church based mission is simply an affirmation that we 
are ready to take on God’s redemptive mission (Missio Dei). By choosing to embrace the Missio 
Dei, the Church is accepting responsibility, as His missional people, to carry out His mandate to 
the nations. This does not mean that the Vineyard is somehow unwilling to work with mission 
agencies, but rather, we are simply committed to the idea that the initiative, responsibility, and 
vision for seeing the Great Commission fulfilled, ultimately lies with the local church. 

2. Working through Partnerships 

While God may direct individual churches in many different ways to engage the Missio Dei task 
before us, one approach that has proven effective is Mission Partnerships.  Within mission circles 
the concept of “Mission Partnership” has been used in various ways. For some, it reflects a 
“working-together” of a local church with a mission agency. For others it reflects a partnering 
between a local church and a national church or ministry overseas.   
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The Vineyard Movement views Partnership as a coming together of a group of local Vineyard 
churches with the express aim of planting a church-planting movement among a particular 
people group or within a particular nation. Ultimately, when we speak of Mission Partnership, we 
are referring to “churches doing together what no one church can do alone.” Partnership is 
important because, not only do the unique members of each congregation, walking in the power 
of the Holy Spirit, enable churches to pursue the Great Commission, but a group a unique, Spirit-
directed and empowered churches, can take the Commission much further. As one African 
proverbs states, “If you want to go fast, run alone. If you want to go far, run together.” 

With the average Vineyard church consisting of approximately 130 people, working together in 
partnership allows the so-called “ordinary” church with limited resources to do extraordinary 
things. Mission Partnerships release the resources of a community of churches—all of whom 
have come together with a common vision—to see their people, finances, talents, and prayers 
directed toward God’s calling to see a church-planting movement birthed in their particular 
focus area.  

Partnerships also provide the kind of accountability and encouragement necessary for pastors 
and churches to remain focused on what may seem like, at times, an overwhelming task. This is 
particularly important through the seasons of church life where human and financial resources 
are already stretched thin just to keep ongoing church operations afloat. With Partnerships, the 
total burden of advancing vision does not fall on one church alone. So, even if your church is 
focused on a significant building campaign, for example, partnering churches will be able to 
continue all that has been started together. This kind of collaboration allows us to keep the 
promises and commitments we have made to those on the field. 

Underneath the priority given to Mission Partnerships is the conviction that we, as God’s Church, 
have been called to plant churches committed to planting churches. All too often, the Church 
has been unclear just what the goal of missions is. For some, a successful mission was all about 
having a world map hanging in the church foyer with as many pins around the world as possible, 
representing as many supported missionaries as possible with colorful yarn. But the goal of 
missions is not the sending of missionaries; it is not regular mission giving, or even effective 
short-term mission trips. The goal of missions is the birth of indigenous, viable, evangelizing 
churches among those of a different culture than our own. 
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Of course, this is not going to happen by accident. But with a group of committed, Spirit-
empowered churches coming together in partnership, there is simply no telling what God can do 
through them! Nonetheless, this task requires focus. Therefore, we encourage local churches to 
put all their mission “eggs” in just one or two baskets. In other words, to “get the job done” you 
will not be able to focus on eight different countries. Instead, churches should focus on the 
bottom-line within their one focus area. If their church is large enough, it might be appropriate to 
engage in a second focus area. 

But what if your church is trying to focus on Country A and a committed member of your 
congregation feels called as a missionary to Country B? Traditionally, the church simply agrees to 
also take on Country B as part of its overall mission strategy. And yet, this only reflects the 
struggle we have had to define our mission strategy. If we really understand church planting as 
our bottom-line, then it becomes clear that we cannot effectively engage in more than one or 
two church planting endeavors at a time. So, what can we do? 

Incumbent upon churches involved in Mission Partnerships is the value that mission initiative be 
placed back into the hands of church leadership. As in nearly every other area of church life and 
ministry, it is the pastors and leaders who determine the direction a particular ministry will take. 
If a musician approaches a worship leader in an urban church about playing more Country 
Music, that leader will likely remind the musician of their value to play music that relates to their 
demographic. In other words, there are a clear set of values that help guide each area of ministry 
within our churches.  

Only in the area of missions have we allowed almost anyone in our churches to determine the 
direction of a ministry. This should not be so. For example, if your church is part of the Honduran 
Partnership, and a committed member of your church wants to serve as a missionary in Chile, 
then it is quite reasonable for you to say, “It’s great to hear how God is calling you to Chile, and 
maybe we can help a little financially, but God has called us, as a church, to Honduras.” Again, 
this is how we would respond in nearly every other area of ministry. It is time that we restore this 
kind of leadership focus and direction within the realm of local church missions as well. 

With over ten years of experience observing Mission Partnerships in various contexts, we have 
found some common traits, which seem to characterize those which are most effective. 
Foundationally, a Mission Partnership within the Vineyard should reflect Vineyard values. We 
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need a commitment to our Vineyard “genetic code,” for example our value that “everybody gets 
to play.” That means missions is not about the mission professional, but the average person 
“doing what the Father is doing” in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Along with embracing Vineyard values, an effective Partnerships always shares a common vision 
among the member churches. It is not that their visions overlap in certain areas, but rather, each 
partnering church accepts the same clearly articulated vision and mission statement, which, 
ultimately, is the planting of a church-planting movement in their focus country. Functioning 
under that unified vision, the effective Partnership will maintain an empowering organizational 
structure, one that always facilitates their bottom-line values and goals in the face of changing 
circumstances. This structure empowers by offering each partnering church a clear decision-
making role with no single church controlling the trajectory. Instead, even in a Partnership 
consisting of large and small member churches, each church participates as equals, where, in all 
things, while giving may not be equal, the level of sacrifice always is. 

3. Church Planting Movements 

While it has been stated several times, the bottom-line of Vineyard Mission Partnerships is the 
planting of reproducing church-planting movements that reflect our heart to serve those around 
us as “communities of hope,” beyond that, it is every Partnership’s dream that one day, they will 
see the Vineyard churches in their focus country, become their own Association of Vineyard 
Churches. This has already taken place in a number of countries.  

Of course, this is not a short-term goal. This goal typically requires a long-term approach. John 
Wimber once wrote that anything worth doing would be worth committing ten years to. That is 
why the typical Partnership asks for just that, a ten-year commitment. Nevertheless, that is a 
policy decision each Partnership must itself determine based upon its own unique context.  

When we use the language of birthing a church-planting movement, we are describing a viable, 
indigenous Vineyard church-planting movement that is self-governing, self-funded, self-
propagating, and which possesses a contextualized self-identity. Also embedded in this language 
is our conviction that these churches serve as kingdom communities of hope which exhibit the 
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continuing ministry of Jesus in all its forms: evangelism, healing, reconciliation, ministry with the 
poor, economic development, and the pursuit of social justice. All of these things are vital to the 
Mission Dei and should be eminently reflected in our mission efforts as well.  

4. Commitment to Contextualization 

As we engage in God’s calling to bless the nations, it is incumbent upon each local church and 
each Partnership to grow in their understanding of not only their focus country (its language, 
culture, etc.) but contemporary approaches and best practices to church planting in similar 
contexts. For certain, there needs to exist a stringent commitment to contextualization, 
whereupon newly forming communities take on Vineyard values within the context of their local 
culture.  

For example, as Vineyard churches, we are committed to the idea of intimate worship that is void 
of hype or manipulation. But “intimacy” in one culture might look quite different from another 
culture. For certain, intimate worship in Jamaica will have a different “feel” than it does in 
Finland. What “hype” looks like in one culture will often look different than in others as well. For 
that matter, the form “manipulation” takes will also change from culture to culture. While the 
value remains, the expression must always take on local forms. 

This is true even within the arena of preaching. In many western cultures, preaching styles tend 
to be very linear and didactic in nature, whereas the predominant teaching method in many 
other parts of the world will emphasize storytelling, much the way Jesus spoke in stories and 
parables as opposed to Paul’s more didactic approach directed at a more Hellenized/Greek 
audience.  

In terms of dress, the image of the “classic Vineyardite” in the United States might take on 
distinctively Californian traits, from blue jeans and Hawaiian shirt to Birkenstock sandals. But it is 
not the blue jeans that makes someone a Vineyardite, but rather the embracing of a much 
deeper value of authenticity. Therefore, the characterization of a dress code in an authentic 
congregation will change from culture to culture. 
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Needless to say, our development as students of culture needs to become a higher priority.  Will 
we make mistakes? Of course, but as long as we remain humble learners of the people and 
culture we have been called to serve, and as long as we maintain our commitment to 
contextualization, we will no doubt empower the churches God uses us to plant to reflect 
Vineyard values based on their cultural forms, not ours. 

5. Releasing National Leaders 

The final foundation of Vineyard missiology is the expeditious release of indigenous leadership. 
That is, as soon as circumstances would prove to be most advantageous, we are determined to 
release leadership into the hands of qualified nationals. If the release comes too late, a level of 
paternalism can easily sabotage the long-term viability of that church. If a transition is made too 
early, a young church may lack the leadership and experience to continue. It takes time for gifted, 
mature leaders to emerge and be recognized as such. It is a process that, at times, will demand 
patience in observing lives and ministry against the backdrop of ongoing relationship. 

Beyond the threat of paternalism, where a young church can become dependent on expatriate 
missionaries or foreign influence, the expeditious release of leadership gives ownership to local 
members, encouraging them to embrace growth and reproduction as part of their own unique 
calling.  

One potential pitfall may nonetheless present itself after your first church is planted and your 
first local leader is installed. As much as that should be celebrated, sometimes that first local 
leader will see himself as having authority beyond his given sphere of influence as a local church 
pastor. In fact, he might see himself as the natural “country leader” once additional churches are 
planted. For that reason, until your focus country is released as its own autonomous AVC, the 
responsibility of lending oversight to the birth and overall development of the Vineyard 
Movement in that country should remain within the Partnership. 

But more than that, Partnerships need to be careful to not be the very impetus that encourages 
this to happen. For example, when working in a country a Partnership can be attracted to the 
first “apostolic” leader willing to call himself “Vineyard.” The Partnership might then expand their 
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sphere of authority beyond what God has called them to at that time. Even worse, desiring to 
“kick start” the Vineyard in our focus country, we might “reward” unproven leaders with titles 
only to recognize too late that they simply don’t embrace Vineyard DNA.   

At the end of the day, whether you have a capable local pastor or exceptional missionary there 
on the field, Partnership should be careful not to extend a greater sphere of influence than God is 
clearly calling them to. In the past, we have referred to this problem as “the guy” syndrome, 
which entails investing more time than we should in search of the guy, the one apostolic leader 
who will facilitate or spearhead the remains of the Partnership to-do list there in the focus 
country. Our admonition is to avoid the guy syndrome and embrace the wonderfully challenging 
work of raising up godly, humble, local leaders.  

By God’s grace, over what will likely be a number of years, one of the local leaders or pastors will 
be recognized by your Partnership and by the other local leaders as a potential national leader. 
Nevertheless, the role of overseeing the birth and development of the Vineyard in your focus 
country is a delegated authority. The final decision of releasing a national leader will need to be 
made by Mark Fields and ultimately, Phil Strout, the US Director of the Vineyard.  
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