
Leaders of faith-based institutions are called to do more than manage—they are called to be good stewards. 
They are entrusted with advancing a mission that transcends individual agendas and institutional 
lifecycles. Yet, in our rapidly changing world, even the most sacred missions can lose their focus without 
a clear plan to guide them.

That’s where strategic pastoral planning comes in.

Strategic pastoral planning is a ministry of foresight and discipline. It is the process by which leaders 
prayerfully and practically discern their organization’s path—anchoring their work in mission, aligning 
their teams around a shared vision, and making intentional decisions about how to respond to complex 
challenges with clarity and courage.

For faith-based institutions, this work is not just practical—it is spiritual. It equips leaders to navigate 
change, adapt with integrity, and ensure that the vital work of service, evangelization, education, and 
justice continues to bear fruit. It transforms planning from a technical exercise into an act of mission and 
values-driven leadership.

This guide is designed to help leaders of faith-based organizations and institutions embrace strategic 
pastoral planning not as a burden, but as a powerful tool for renewal, resilience, and impact. Whether 
you are launching a new initiative, facing a period of transition, or seeking to enhance your long-term 
effectiveness, this resource will guide you through the steps of developing a plan that is both faithful and 
forward-looking.

Why Strategic Pastoral Planning Matters
Strategic pastoral planning is not simply about producing a document to satisfy funders or governance 
requirements. It is a learning process, a leadership discipline. The real value of any planning process is 
not the final document, but rather engaging in a process that allows stakeholders to align, helps surface 
roadblocks, clarifies goals, and makes deliberate decisions about where to invest resources for maximum 
impact.
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It invites key, and sometimes underrepresented, voices to the table—from board members and staff to 
community partners and beneficiaries. In doing so, leaders not only gain a more complete understanding 
of the organization’s current position, they also build the trust 
and collective wisdom needed to chart a clear and unified path 
forward.

Importantly, the process carves out time for prayerful discernment, 
which for many can be a rare and elusive gift in the busy, day-
to-day operations of faith-based organizations. It encourages 
thoughtful dialogue, surfaces unspoken assumptions, and allows 
for honest feedback about both challenges and opportunities. 
Further, this process sharpens the institution’s focus, clarifies 
its priorities, aligns stakeholders around a common vision, and 
ultimately strengthens the community’s capacity to foster faith 
and advance its mission.

This level of clarity and alignment is especially critical in environments where resources are limited. Leaders 
of faith-based organizations and institutions are frequently asked to do more with less. A focused and 
realistic plan—grounded in data, shaped by stakeholder input, and informed by organizational capacity—
enables leaders to direct their time, talent, and resources where they will have the greatest impact. 
Rather than chasing every opportunity or reacting to every challenge, leaders can make disciplined, 
mission-driven decisions that use resources efficiently and effectively.

Ultimately, strategic pastoral planning becomes a tool for stewardship. It helps leaders ensure that every 
dollar, every hour, and every initiative is aligned with the institution’s highest calling and deepest values.

A Values-Driven Process and a Mindset
Strategic pastoral planning is not a one-size-fits-all endeavor. It’s also distinct from secular, business-
oriented strategic planning driven by profit or growth motives. And while there are common elements 
that successful planning efforts often share—such as setting long-term goals, assessing organizational 
health and the landscape in which you operate, and building buy-in—there is no one formula or template 
that can guarantee success. Each organization’s mission, charism, culture, resources, and context are 
unique. As such, effective strategic pastoral planning requires more than following a checklist—it demands 
thoughtful engagement, patient listening, and responsive leadership.

The steps of the strategic pastoral planning process provide a framework that should be adapted to the 
organization’s situation and the environment in which it ministers. Leaders must approach planning not 
as a static series of tasks to complete, but as a dynamic process of discernment guided by spiritual and 
collective reflection and dialogue. The steps are designed to ensure that leaders take the time necessary 
to invite honest feedback, gather meaningful data, and wrestle with hard questions. Gathering feedback 
should be undertaken not out of obligation, but out of a genuine desire to learn, grow, and lead with 
integrity.

This means seeking insight from staff and board members, engaging with external partners and 
beneficiaries, and welcoming the perspectives of critical friends and advisors—those who are willing 
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to challenge assumptions and help refine ideas. It means using 
data and research not simply to validate preconceived plans, but 
to inform and improve them. And it means holding loosely to early 
drafts and recognizing that iteration and refinement are signs of 
strength, not weakness.

The planning process should mirror the values of a faith-based 
organization: collaborative, transparent, and purpose-driven. 
By embracing the process with humility and discipline, leaders 
craft a plan that is not only realistic and achievable, but also 
truly reflective of the organization’s identity, aspirations, and 
commitment to those it serves.

Strategic pastoral planning should not be viewed as a rigid recipe with guaranteed outcomes. Instead, 
think of it as walking with others along a path with essential guideposts that help you make well-informed, 
mission- and charism-driven decisions.

While every organization’s path will be unique, there are five core steps of effective planning processes.
  

Aligning on Mission, Vision, and Purpose:
Before launching into strategy, organizations must ensure clarity and alignment around 
their core identity. This is especially vital if the institution is at an inflection point. While 
you won’t do this every time you revisit your plan, taking the time to ensure that your 
organization is clear on the unique role it occupies in the space is essential.

In some cases, this may involve a landscape assessment. That is, a study of the external 
context in which you operate, with a goal to orient where your institution fits in the broader 
context of your community and the impact it is trying to achieve. Similarly, assessing the 
needs of a community (or how they may have evolved) helps set the stage for a planning 
process truly driven by a spirit of servant leadership. Both of these involve careful listening 
to stakeholders inside the organization and across the community it serves.  

Clarifying Long-Term Goals:
While the mission and vision help articulate why the organization exists, articulating 
long-term goals helps identify the impact the organization aims to achieve over the long-
term. These goals are your “north star”—the outcomes you are driving toward over the 
next five to ten years. 

Setting these long-term goals, however aspirational they may be, clarifies the organizational 
direction, which ultimately helps leadership set priorities and make decisions in the near-
term.  

Assessing Organizational Health:
Effective planning must be rooted in an internal assessment of current realities. This 
includes financial health, team culture, leadership capacity, operational systems, and any 
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processes necessary to support long-term goals. Leaders may also need to consider what 
activities should be terminated in order to ensure sufficient resources for the new goals. 

The work of assessing organizational health must focus equally on identifying where 
the organization is doing well and where it is struggling. Critically, when assessing 
organizational challenges, it’s essential to spend time identifying the underlying causes 
rather than just the symptoms. 

If a planning process was precipitated by an immediate crisis, an assessment of 
organizational health could be a necessary precursor to aligning on mission, vision, and 
purpose. 
 

The first three steps are the most important and should produce outcomes that endure. Transitional 
moments especially require an organization to re-articulate and recommit to its core mission and goals 
and step back to understand its own health and the setting in which it works. 

In contrast, the final two steps of strategic pastoral planning should be revisited more frequently, at 
least annually. Organizations should often ask themselves: Are we actually moving toward our long-term 
goals? 

Establishing Short-Term Goals: 
With clarity on where you’re going and an honest picture of where you stand, you can 
begin to chart the course forward. Short-term goals are the milestones that will tell you 
that the strategies you have chosen to drive impact and sustainability are successfully 
propelling you forward.

Importantly, this step is not about settling on the individual strategies you’ll use to pursue 
your goals. A good plan is not a wish list of good ideas, to-dos, or favorite tactics. Choosing 
strategies and tactics to steer toward your short-term goals comes in later.

Engaging Stakeholders and Building Buy-In: 
Finally, engaging stakeholders helps pressure-test your ideas and builds the coalition 
needed for change—not just internally, but among peers, partners, and stakeholders in 
the field.  

Realistically, this isn’t the last step, but something that permeates the whole process and 
then is revisited and expanded at the end. The work of building a steering committee 
helps to ensure that stakeholders are actively involved throughout the entire planning 
process. In later stages, you might also consider forming working groups of individuals 
who will be involved in executing on goals. They can help to pressure-test the feasibility 
of goals by determining the timeline, resources, and outcomes for different objectives, 
and help articulate metrics for success.

Ultimately, widespread buy-in to your plan helps ensure both the strength of your plan 
and the likelihood that you’ll be able to execute it.
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The Importance of the Steering Committee
The success of any strategic planning process hinges, at least in part, on the strength and composition of 
its steering committee. This group serves as the anchor of the entire effort, guiding the process, making 
critical decisions, and ensuring that the plan accurately reflects the mission and financial realities of the 
organization. Far more than a symbolic leadership body, the steering committee should be a committed 
team of mission-aligned individuals with the positional authority and insight to shape the institution’s 
future.

A well-constructed steering committee includes key leaders—such as the Executive Director or CEO, 
Board Chair and Treasurer, and Finance Committee Chair—alongside a carefully-selected group of staff, 
community representatives, stakeholders, subject-matter experts, and other trusted advisors. The goal is 

not to represent every voice, but to ensure that the committee has 
the right mix of decision-makers, influencers, and critical-thinkers 
who can assess feedback, weigh evidence, and align diverse 
perspectives.

Critically, the steering committee should have a clearly defined scope 
of work. Its responsibilities should at minimum include overseeing 
stakeholder engagement, shaping data collection methods, setting 
strategic direction, and developing a plan that ensures alignment 
with organizational mission and financial realities. The group should 
also be empowered to make decisions—not just provide input—so 
that the process remains focused, timely, and actionable.

As the steering committee approaches its work, it can be helpful 
to consider what needs to come together to create a plan that balances ambition with realism. In simple 
terms, a strong strategic pastoral plan emerges from a combination of five things:

	 •  Deep domain-specific expertise
	 •  Decision-making that is grounded in practical wisdom and informed by experience
	 •  Comprehensive picture of the context on the ground
	 •  Reflection and prayer at every step
	 •  Time for response.

Keep in mind that an effective strategic pastoral plan isn’t a summary of good ideas that might work, but 
rather a document grounded in real, deep knowledge of the field within which the organization is trying 
to achieve an impact, and knowledge of the content and context that supports the work. This is ever 
more likely if your steering committee is rich in practical wisdom—the kind of wisdom that emerges from 
a combination of domain-specific expertise and real-world experience.
 
Powerfully, a strong steering committee can help an organization overcome myopia, which is a particular 
risk when organizations try to undertake their plan only with internal staff. When you are near-sighted, 
you are able to clearly see the things that are right in front of you, but you struggle to focus on the 
distance. Critically, external stakeholders and other voices help internal leaders and staff see more and 
understand their own blind spots. 
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Implementation: Where Most Plans Fail
The strategic pastoral planning process is intended to give leaders a chance to step back and see the 
bigger picture—where they fit in the broader landscape, what is realistic given the environment they 
operate in, and more. But even the most thoughtfully crafted plan will fall short if it is not executed 
effectively. Unfortunately, this is where many organizations stumble. Some have suggested that as many 
as nearly half of organizations fail to meet their goals—and many leaders spend less than one day a 
month focused on strategy.

Why does this happen? Often, it’s because leaders underestimate the complexity of implementation. It 
can be tempting to assume that once a plan is finalized, the hard work is done. In reality, that’s when the 
most critical work begins. Successful implementation requires discipline, follow-through, and a willingness 
to adapt based on what’s working—and what’s not. This is why landscape analyses and organizational 
assessments are so important. A plan is only as strong as its ability to adapt when necessary. 

A strong strategic pastoral plan is not written in ink. It recognizes, 
anticipates, and leaves time to respond to implementation 
challenges. Strategic pastoral plans must be treated as living 
documents—they should be revisited regularly, tracked against 
clear metrics, and adjusted as needed. Reporting regularly against 
the plan helps everyone realize when it is time to revisit or make 
a coordinated change, and it helps hold leaders accountable. 
Leaders should build in routines for reflection, create systems for 
accountability, and celebrate milestones to maintain momentum. 

The best strategies usually evolve—they seldom just come to light 
over one weekend a year. And the most effective organizations are 
those that view implementation as a journey, not a destination.

One of the most important, yet often overlooked, aspects of strategic pastoral planning is the ongoing 
need to adapt strategy to context. What works in one organization—or one season—may not work in 
another. Leaders must be attuned to their institutional stage, culture, and constraints when designing 
strategies. For example, an organization undergoing a turnaround may require top-down leadership and 
clear, directive action. In contrast, a thriving institution may be ready to decentralize, innovate, and 
empower frontline teams. Understanding where your organization is on its growth curve allows you to 
select strategies that are both realistic and catalytic.

This requires humility and curiosity. Leaders must be willing to listen deeply, test ideas, and use data and 
experience to guide decision-making. Ultimately, success is not about finding the perfect strategy—it’s 
about finding the right strategy for your mission, your moment, and your people.

Conclusion: Strategic Pastoral Planning as Ministry
The process of strategic pastoral planning allows for the time and space for leadership, staff, and the 
community to grapple with essential questions, challenges, and solutions. And the resulting plan provides 
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a roadmap that the entire team can use to guide their work. But that product is only as good as the 
lessons and learning that come from the process from which it evolved. 

In the end, strategic pastoral planning is not just a tool for efficiency—it is a sacred act of servant leadership. 
For those leading faith-based and mission-driven institutions, planning is a form of stewardship. It 
ensures that the resources entrusted to you—whether financial, human, or spiritual—are deployed with 
wisdom, care, and purpose to maximize an organization’s impact. Layered through this process should be 
a recognition and consideration of how faith informs work. 

Effective strategic pastoral planning builds clarity, strengthens community, and inspires action. It helps 
organizations stay grounded in their mission while courageously confronting the future. It reminds us that 
we are not just managing programs—we are building movements, sustaining ministries, and shaping lives.


