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Vision-based
Budget Retreat Tool

Effective budgets can come to life through a vision-based 
budget retreat. However, great budget retreats do not just 
“jump out” of a spreadsheet, you must plan well for a 
successful budget retreat.

Use this tool to prepare and execute a Vision-Based Budget Retreat as if it was a much-anticipated 
annual vacation or church-family adventure.

Before the Trip Planning & Packing

3 Months Out: Unpack Existing Vision Language

Words create worlds and culture forms around the language of vision. Regardless of what 
language you use to talk about stewardship, remember to connect it to your vision. 

In the space below, list the words and phrases you currently use for mission, vision and 
stewardship.

Now evaluate this language. Ask yourself these five questions: 

Is our language clear? If not, what words need to be “unpacked” and cleared-up before our budget 
retreat?

Is our language concise? If not, what words need to be eliminated and left at home during this 
packing process?

Is our language compelling? If not, what words will inspire generosity and disciple growth in your 
congregation? 

Is our language catalytic? If not, where do we need to raise the inspiration level and point people 
to God’s preferred and exciting future for the church?

Is our language contextual? If not, what adjustments need to be made to fit our unique time and 
place as a church?
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Set out a plan to make the needed adjustments to your vision language over the next two weeks. 
Meet at least once with your staff and/or lay leadership to collaborate and commit to these 
changes. If this phase reveals unseen vision-gaps, consider engaging a larger vision clarity process 
as you are budgeting.

2 Months Out: Create Your “Ministry Must-Do” Lists for the Trip 

Now is the time to engage your staff and key committees on the planning side of the budget 
retreat. Here are three questions to help expand your existing budget process to include the larger 
team: 

1. How do you define success for your specific ministry area in terms of spiritual growth?

2.  What initiatives, retreats, programs, equipment, or materials are necessary over the next 
year to fuel this success?

3.  When do the results from Question 2 need to happen during the next budget year, and how 
much will each cost?

Bonus Question: If resources were not an obstacle and you could make a “Big Ask” of God for 
your ministry in the next year, what would it be and why?

Use the space below to record your answers to these questions.

Hold your team and leaders accountable for this very critical step. You might even go as far as not 
allocating budget numbers in a ministry area without first tying every dollar to advancing spiritual 
growth. The Mission Measures of a church’s Vision Frame, as outlined in Church Unique by Will 
Mancini, is a great way to guide team thinking about mission success.
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1-Month Out: Load Everyone into One Accord 

No, this part is not about getting your staff and leaders into a Honda, but aligning and attuning 
hearts in prayer prior to the budget retreat.

Select a resource for the entire team to process, pray through and discuss for the next month. 
Focus on books that tie generosity into the larger process of disciple making at your church. 
Leading a Generous Church, by Todd McMichen, could be a great resource with which to start.

In the space below, list resources that have potential for spiritual preparation for your budget 
retreat. Select one and assign personal work to your entire team, as well as specific devotional 
assignments to be presented in future meetings.

Vision-based
Budget Retreat Tool

On the Trip Sight SEE-ing

Retreat Part 1: Start with Vision

If you have worked on your vision prior to the retreat, spend some time updating the team on the 
previous work. Let the team give you feedback by asking, “What do you like best about where God 
is leading us?” 

Do not allow the team to be bogged down with word-smithing. Remember this is simply about 
getting the vision in front of the team. If they were part of your earlier vision work, this should 
move fast and create synergy. If you have failed to do any vision work before your retreat, you may 
not be ready to work on your budget. 

Start the retreat by reminding the team that budgeting is really about funding the vision. 
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Retreat Part 2: Observe Where You’ve Been

There are three types of results from last year that we need to evaluate as we consider how we are 
going to invest next year’s resources - they are input, output, and impact results. 

Input results – Input results in the church world focus on the number of people and dollars that 
“come into” the church. Input results are important; it is hard to actually have a church without 
them. It is also important to measure input results; it is hard to lead well without knowing them. 

In the space below, list the input results of your church that you currently measure, starting with 
categories like attendance, buildings, and cash. 

 

Now, rate each of the items above using the following measurements:

Positive impact on our vision and mission

Neutral impact on our vision and mission

Negative impact on our vision and mission

Input results inform the functional dashboard of the North American church.

+

–
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Output results – Output results refer to actual life-change outcomes that God intends for followers 
of Christ individually and together. Examples of output results include the quality of a believer’s 
life, the skillfulness in sharing the gospel, or the development of patience as one of the fruits of the 
spirit. 

In the space below, list the output results of your church. Think of them in terms of biblical phrases 
and concepts like spiritual formation, Christlikeness, love, make disciples, etc.

Now, rate each of the items above using the following measurements:

Positive impact on our vision and mission

Neutral impact on our vision and mission

Negative impact on our vision and mission

Input results inform the functional dashboard of the North American church.

+

–
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Impact results – Impact results capture the broader effect of the church in the surrounding city or 
community. Think of it as the positive difference that is made from the sum of believers influencing 
a region or pursuing a specific kind of social impact together. 

In the space below, list the impact results of your church. An example of an impact result would 
be lowering the number of homeless people or reducing the percent of teenage pregnancy or 
increasing the high-school graduation rate in an area. 

Vision-based
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Now, rate each of the items above using the following measurements:

Positive impact on our vision and mission

Neutral impact on our vision and mission

Negative impact on our vision and mission

Input results inform the functional dashboard of the North American church.

+

–
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Retreat Part 3: Peer into the Details

Starting with the big picture, discuss the mission critical metrics of the church. Below are some 
example questions to ask: 

• Did we meet budget?
• Are we living under our means or over our means?
• How many people contributed to our budget this previous year?
• How does giving grow as an individual’s engagement in ministry grows?
• What was the average gift?
• How did giving break down by amounts?
• How many people use some form of electronic giving? What were they?
• Did we have unbudgeted expenses?
• Do we have large capital needs on the horizon?
• What are our cash surplus levels?
• How is our debt to budget ratio? 

Now look at the specific, ministry-level financial details. Examples of questions to ask at this level 
might include: 

• Were there areas that were over budgeted?
• Were there areas that were under budgeted?
• What ministries are in growth, plateau, or decline?
• What ministries did we see the highest and lowest return on invested dollars?
• What ministry line items could be reduced or eliminated?
• What ministry line items need to be increased or added?
•  What new investments do we need to make to support our one-year horizon and 

measurable results?

Retreat Part 4: See it all Come Together 

With the vision of God’s exciting and preferred future ahead, in light of the pre-retreat ministry 
preparation, and with a shared understanding of the financial opportunities and necessities of the 
next year, send the retreat participants into sub-groups. Have the teams collaborate to work on 
their ministry or committee budgets. Ask them to make adjustments. Encourage them to come to 
agreement on how we will fund the vision. Possibly even call for sacrifice from their ministry to 
accomplish a church-wide initiative that is needed in the next year.

Ask each team to present their work and outline the next steps.

Retreat Part 5: Look to God and Celebrate 

Celebrate the specific contribution of team members by highlighting how they have lived out the 
values of your church. Call the team to a 7-day season of fasting and prayer for next year’s vision. 
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After the Trip Share the Moment

1-Week after the Retreat: Develop the Snapshots 

Just like assembling a series of individual vacation photos, align the individual ministry budget 
work to tell the larger story of how we will leverage financial resources to achieve God’s exciting 
and preferred future. Some snapshots are not as clear or focused as they should be; this is a 
natural component of collaborative budgeting. 

Gather the executive and finance team together to review and ask these questions: 

Is this our most effective and God-honoring use of resources?

Are there questions or clarification needed from any ministry leaders?

What is needed to approve and finalize this financial picture of our next ministry year?

2-Weeks after the Retreat: Leadership Slideshow 

Reveal the final proposed budget with your staff, committee, and ministry leaders. Remind them of 
the process and spend the necessary time to answer questions and explain decisions. If additional 
time is needed to be spent with individual leaders who might have concerns or greater questions, 
defer group discussion to those times.

4-6 Weeks After the Retreat: Tell the Story

As you seek appropriate and necessary congregational approval of your budget, leverage each 
opportunity to remind everyone of the “work behind the numbers” and consistently point them 
toward the greater vision of what God wants to accomplish through their generosity.

Use this tool as a framework each year, but keep in mind it is only a tool. Make necessary 
adjustments in the process to fit your polity and process each year. Vision-based budget retreats 
can be a highly effective way to reduce ministry silos, align ministry leaders, and fund ministry 
goals that produce disciples who make disciples. 
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