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12 Tim Lewis Becky Lewis Coaching Missionary Teams For the last ten years we have been working to establish long-term church planting teams in limited access situations. Along the way we have taken note of our mistakes as well as what we have done right. We have learned that relatively young and inexperienced teams can see breakthroughs in some very difficult circumstances if they are adequately coached by more experienced veterans. In this article we will explore some of the approaches for coaching that we have found to be effective. We will define coaching, elaborate upon its important components, explain its application in a team context, discuss whom we use as coaches, profile an effective coach, and give some examples of coaching visits. Definition of Coaching We would like to define the coaching of missionary teams quite narrowly in order to accentuate its distinctives from other forms of member care. Coaching is a term borrowed from the athletic world, which we use to designate the ongoing supervision, counseling, and support that occurs "in the thick of the action." We define coaching as: the use of appropriately gifted individuals in a mobile ministry of support and development of missionaries and missionary teams in the field context in order to maximize the team's effectiveness in ministry. Let's take a closer look at what is involved in coaching. Coaching Takes Place in the Field Context Coaching involves the supportive direction that takes place "during the game." It is the personalized attention, encouragement, vision-
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2 Team Development building, mentoring, and yes, stimulating into action, of those who are on the field--whether they are making great strides or struggling to just survive. We have found that case-specific problem solving, training, counseling, and monitoring the effectiveness of each individual and team, is best accomplished "on the job" in the field context. It is impossible for pre-field and off-field training to anticipate or give personalized direction for the many unexpected problems that inevitably arise in any field situation. Coaching Is Committed to Ministry Effectiveness The ultimate goal of "winning the game," not merely developing better athletes or keeping the team together, is crucial to the coaching perspective. Effective coaching is often the key to whether or not a team succeeds. Athletic coaches and mission coaches have similar tasks. Both must know the goals and the nature of the "game," understand the strengths and weaknesses of each team member, and learn how to best coordinate the team's efforts. Coaching necessitates maintaining a balanced perspective: the "winning of the game" being as important as the safety and development of team members. Members that have become so weakened that they are dragging the whole team down may temporarily be removed, but for the most part, the coach attempts to keep the team functioning on the field at top capacity. We have found that the longevity and sense of fulfillment of workers on the field is directly proportional to their commitment to and effectiveness in their original calling and vision, even more than their relationship with fellow workers. By helping missionaries to become effective in their ministry, many problems that would otherwise seem intolerable can be kept in the proper perspective. Coaching Is Personalized and Interactive Coaching involves a great deal of proactive training and development of individuals and teams; however, because of its field context, the training is not theoretical but is applied directly to the situation at hand. Coaching must therefore be done by a person or persons who can come into a situation, listen and observe, and give guidance and perspective to those involved. This kind of input requires that the coach be well-acquainted with both the field situation and the strengths and weaknesses of the individual missionaries. Coaching does not replace generalized training; rather it insures that knowledge is being applied and skills are developed to deal with the specific, current challenges facing a team. Coaches are encouraged to maintain ongoing relationships with teams on the field by letter, phone calls, and future trips. Those on
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Coaching Teams 3 the field need regular, high-quality support if they are to survive, grow personally and spiritually, and be effective in their work. Coaching Provides Greater Networking Coaches can be important channels to pass on news within the mission family and update teams as to events going on in other places. Missionaries in isolated circumstances, for example, can be encouraged as they hear accounts of what is happening on other teams and in other contexts. Those things that are proving to be helpful in one area, whether it be in church planting strategies, care of missionary children, or improving team life, can be recommended for use in other areas as well. Coaching can also enhance networking between field personnel, home offices, and home churches. Coaches can keep each group in closer touch with the real needs and problems facing the others. As the coaches report back to the agency field office concerning the field situations, they can provide insights into the needs and effectiveness of the missionaries, personnel problems, inter-agency issues, and needs for follow-up. Coaching can extend the resources of an agency by making use of specialists from other organizations: pastors, missiologists, health care specialists, educators, linguists, business consultants, and other professionals. Even small agencies can provide top quality input to their field personnel by developing a network of coaches. Understanding the Team Context Our mission agency requires individuals to work together in teams. Many of our teams work in mission fields where high-quality support cannot be provided from a distance no matter how well-intentioned mission home offices and home churches are. In such fields the need for mutual support, transparency, and perseverance become essential for team survival and success. We led a large team in North Africa which eventually consisted of 38 adults and 46 children. Each member signed a common document that clearly stated our goals and the nature of our relationship with one another (referred to as a "memo of understanding"). We actively cultivated a sense of responsibility for each other's welfare. Even though we were geographically spread about, there was a strong feeling that "we're all in this together." At one point we asked our team members to identify some of the factors that were keeping them on the field; almost all of them put "commitment to the team" as the main reason they were sticking it out. Strategies were discussed
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4 Team Development regularly as a team, and any approach that helped with adjustment or to effectively communicate the gospel was passed on to others. Using a team approach in these more isolated situations facilitates the care and growth of each team member, in everything from language progress to relational struggles. A great deal of the supervision can occur on a regular basis for team members by their team leader. Coaching and Team Struggles Any team, no matter how cohesive or highly committed, has the potential of becoming a relational nightmare. This certainly has been our experience from time to time. As in an extended family, a significant relational disturbance can throw the whole team into a tailspin. Occasionally one team member becomes so emotionally needy that the energies of the entire team can become focused on and drained by the ups and downs of the one member. Power plays, jealousies, judgementalism, and gossip can also abound. Further, those with certain needs and gifts can virtually ignore or deny the appropriateness of the needs and gifts of other members. Most teams will have either a recognized or a natural behind-thescenes leader, who may become the focus of any frustrations, or be looked on as the one who should make the team successful somehow. Conflict between two or more natural leaders can shipwreck a team. In situations like the ones just described, the role of a coach is especially important. The coach can help overcome some of the inherent struggles in the team. Each team will have some strengths and some weaknesses because of the combination of personalities and gifts of its members. Coaches can make sure that these characteristics are clearly understood, openly discussed, and prayed about in order to prevent the eruption of major problems. In cases where there is significant conflict, the coach can act as an outside mediator to bring understanding and reconciliation in relational conflicts. Trying to isolate "the problem causing person" and removing that person from the field is seldom the answer because relational problems are rarely totally one-sided. We have often observed the personal growth that transpires through trials and conflicts that are brought full-circle to resolution on the field. Sometimes resolution only requires accepting the fact that others are genuinely different and loving them anyway. Other times a coach may need to call in the field director if there is a situation that requires restructuring of a team or the discipline or removal of a team leader or member. Teams need help working through these rough periods in their development. Coaches with interpersonal skills can play a key
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Coaching Teams 5 role in providing the practical, on-the-job input that is needed to keep relationships healthy. Who Does the Coaching? Both our General Director and our Field Director make frequent coaching trips, and together, visit more teams yearly than any other coach. Coaching is an important part of their respective job descriptions. The frequency of their visits to the fields and teams is necessary to adequately understand and administer the 30-35 teams that we have. Team leaders can also provide valuable insights and encouragement to each other. We often call upon certain team leaders to visit other teams in a coaching capacity. Most coaches, though, who work with our teams, are drawn from other organizations. They usually work on a part-time or emergency basis, and often on the request or suggestion of the team itself. Certain teams have developed ongoing relationships with specific coaches of their choice who make yearly visits of encouragement to their field. Some of these coaches are pastors from home churches; this has the added benefit of keeping the home church closely tied in with the vision and needs of field teams. Most coaching is done on a voluntary basis, with the churches, teams, and mission contributing as they are able to cover the travel expenses. We are open to coaches from a broad range of backgrounds. Some are senior pastors or mission professionals, others are counselors or member care professionals, but many are simply Christians, mature in the Lord, who bring a certain expertise to bear on the situation. We desire to strengthen the coaching role of women, but the constraints of economics (e.g., travel costs for coaches' wives), as well as the difficulties for women traveling in the areas in which our teams live, have kept us from making as much progress in this area as we have desired. Coaches often attend our annual International Council Meeting, where they develop relationships with team leaders and other mission personnel. Their involvement frequently results in invitations to visit teams on-site. Coaches are primary resources for conference workshops on strategy, interpersonal dynamics, family life, leadership development, spiritual growth, and other topics. It is important to understand that with the exception of the General Director and the Field Director, our coaches are not in "line" authority with the teams or team leader. They have no power to act on behalf of the International Headquarters unless specifically given that
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6 Team Development mandate by the General Director or Field Director, and with prior arrangement with the team. Coaches give written feedback to the Field Director on how the team is functioning in several important areas (e.g., language learning progress, social contacts), as well as on the personal adjustment of individuals and families. A "Coaching Report" form provides a framework for their written feedback. Profile of an Effective Coach It is a rare individual who is capable of coaching a missionary team in every major area of need. Those who are effective in resolving interpersonal conflicts may not be able to give input into church planting strategies, for example. In our mission agency we have found it helpful to identify the different types of coaching that are needed by our field teams. Some of these are: 1. Strategic (experience in Muslim church planting) 2. Pastoral (counseling, biblical instruction) 3. Trouble-shooting (conflict resolution, team dynamics) 4. Counseling/therapy (individuals, couples, and families) 5. Socio-linguistics (language learning and analysis) 6. Entry strategist (to help with tent-making problems). Some of our best coaches have been "discovered" by one of the teams and subsequently recommended to the other teams. We have also found that some coaches are appreciated more by some teams than by others, determined in part by the needs and "personality" of each team. There are certain characteristics that we look for in selecting potential coaches for our field teams: 1. Coaches must be spiritually mature individuals, able to minister encouragement from a biblical perspective, and capable of withstanding the pressures of erratic travel, primitive living conditions, and team struggles. 2. Coaches with previous field experience are desired, as their experience increases their understanding for the team situations in which they work. 3. Coaches must have knowledge and experience in the area of need in which they are consulting. 4. Coaches must be committed to maintaining the confidentiality of all parties involved, not violating the confidences among people on the team, of the team leader, or with members of home churches, relatives, and friends.
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Coaching Teams 7 5. Coaches must have a clear understanding of and commitment to the ministry of our mission. This vision includes a commitment to reaching Muslim peoples with the goal of planting self-propagating churches. A good understanding of and respect for Islamic religion and culture, and the restrictions and security constraints working in these countries is paramount. 6. Coaches also need to have a basic understanding of and commitment to upholding the authority structure of our mission agency, including the authority of the team leader. Without this understanding they will not be able to help a team work through problems in a way that will strengthen their relationship with their working partners and overseers. 7. Coaches need to be able to help teams think through and determine their own course of action, instead of merely giving an answer. The goal is to make the team stronger and more self-reliant instead of more dependent on outside help. 8. Coaches must ascribe to the "grace orientation" of our mission. This gives each team leeway to not only determine their strategic approach and team ethos, but also to pick which coaches they desire to use. 9. Coaches need to be available when needed, as much as possible, sometimes on an emergency basis. In addition to the above points, we have observed that coaches are most effective when there is an ongoing relationship between the Field Director and the coach as well as between the coach and the team; when the coach is briefed before visiting a team; when the coach is debriefed after a trip; and when teams provide specific feedback on the effectiveness of a coach to both the coach and the Field Director. Examples of Coaching Visits What does coaching really look like? Here are ten quick summaries of successful coaching trips. 1. Our General Director visited one team that was doing very well in team life matters but seemed to be making little headway in ministry. As a result of a concrete evaluation of the situation and some specific suggestions, that team is now experiencing unprecedented ministry opportunities and conversions. 2. Our coordinator of Team Development was able to visit a team in a very harsh, inaccessible environment and function as a mediator and sounding board, helping the members with conflict resolution and getting the team back on track.
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8 Team Development 3. A specialist in missiology gave a series of training talks at a regional gathering of five teams in order to explore ways to minister to the targeted people groups. 4. An expert in community development was able to visit a development project and give the team advice on gaining political and community approval of their project. 5. A pastor and his wife provided needed intervention in a team leader's marriage, and on specific instruction of the International Headquarters, helped the team to make a transition to new leadership from within the team. 6. One experienced team leader was able to visit another team and give them specific training in power encounters and spiritual warfare. 7. A coaching trip by a mental health professional helped one team leader see himself more objectively and make some needed adjustments in his leadership style. 8. A retired couple was able to move into a large city on the field where they could service the teams there by providing wisdom, stability, hospitality, and child care to the heavily stressed families. 9. A couple with many years of experience in teaching children with developmental disabilities visited some of our teams as consultants on children's educational needs and problems. 10. The Field Director, from his own church planting experience, was able to demonstrate a non-confrontive approach to evangelism to a team leader who had been seeing no success with his more confrontive approach, giving him a specific alternative to his previous training in Muslim evangelism. Final Comments At its most basic level, coaching provides ongoing support to field personnel within the team context. Problems and persistent issues (relationship conflicts, spiritual vitality) are dealt with on the field to keep the missionary and the team progressing toward the goal (church planting in our case). Coaching should strengthen the commitment of the team members to each other and to the task before them. Coaches help missionaries clearly assess how they are doing and whether their plans need to be re-evaluated and upgraded. The great preponderance of mission agency resources, research, and thought go into the pre-field and off-the-field preparation and counseling of missionaries. These are not enough, however. The particular challenges and realities of the "third era" of missions-unreached peoples and limited (or creative) access situations-requires that we focus on getting more help and resources to the missionary on the job. One strategic way to do this is to use qualified
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Coaching Teams 9 coaches who can encourage teams, foster personal growth, and guide members to greater ministry effectiveness. Questions for Discussion 1. What are some issues to consider when using coaches on multinational teams? 2. How often and for how long do you think coaches should visit a team on the field? 3. What types of supportive care might coaches need themselves? 4. Which personal and professional qualities are most important for coaches to have? 5. How could your mission organization develop or improve its coaching program?
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